DAMNED COWBOYS 
A novel by 


Virgil Templeton 


CHAPTER 1 — A STRANGER COMES TO CACTUS GROVE 


The cowboys at the Lazy J ranch slept late again. The sun rose, it’s golden and bloody 
light splashing against the abutting mountains before spilling down into the plains and seeping 
through the curtains of the bunkhouse. Inside, the men were snoring and wheezing away their 
dreams, oblivious to the time. 

Hank watched the sunbeam creep across the wall. There was nothing to do. The Lazy J 
was the last ranch to struggle in the dry heat of the drought and the fight was almost up. The 
cattle were not budging from their meager stream, what few that were left. All the good men had 
gone seeking fortunes elsewhere. Those that stayed had been taken in by Mr. Compton and that 
led to too many hands and not enough cows. It couldn’t be kept up like this, and Hank knew his 
job was in jeopardy; especially now that old man Compton had been dead for a week. Mrs. Patty 
didn’t seem one to let things stand as they were: at nothing. Hank was ready to move on anyway. 
Sue wasn’t interested in him, and he was tired of bumping elbows with these fools. He scratched 
the ears of Rollie, who lay on his chest purring, there being nothing better to do. 

The crack of a whip split the air. Hank sat up, sending Rollie leaping from his chest. He 
looked around. No one stirred. Another crack broke the silence and he heard Mrs. Patty hollering 
at the horses to “Git!” 

Hank stood at the window and watched a cloud of dust rise from the wagon wheels as it 
sped into town. He dressed and walked over to the house to find what had caused the rush. 

The white two-story house stood empty. Hank entered the kitchen, his boots clomping on 


the hardwood floor. A breeze sighed through the patchwork curtains and rustled a yellow piece 


of paper pinned under a salt shaker on the kitchen table. Hank picked it up, squinted, then turned 
around and strode out. 

Preacher squawked when Hank shook him awake. “What?” Preacher whined, scratching 
at the stringy, dirty blonde hair on the side of his head. Hank thrust the paper into his hands. 

“Aw Hank, couldn’t this keep?” Preacher blinked and focused his watery eyes on the 
curly script. “It says, ahem, ‘Gentlemen, I have sold the ranch and have gone back east,’ and 
Mrs. Patty signed it. Say Hank, she really gone?” 

Hank nodded. “Took Sue and the brat with her.” 

“Gosh, sorry to hear that Hank.” 

“Sue write anything there?” 

Preacher turned the paper over. “No, Hank, that’s it.” 

Fat Phil lifted himself up and rubbed a heavy hand over his face, yawning. Everyone else 
stayed sprawled across their bunks, snoring. This was the sorriest lot of dudes Hank had ever 
worked with. Phil slung his legs over the edge of his cot, a roll of belly fat spilling free from 
between his undergarments. He chewed his lip as he watched Hank use a blanket to roll a 
traveling pack. 

“What’s goin’ on?” Phil asked. 

“Tt’s over, Phil,” Hank replied, not looking up. “Mrs. Patty sold the ranch and moved on. 
I’m doin’ the same.” 

Phil looked at Preacher. Preacher nodded at him. “Mornin’ Phil.” 

Phil hooked a thumb at Hank. “He lying?” 


“No, sir.” 


“Aw, damnit! Sure Hank, it’s easy for you. But what about the rest of us? What are we 
gonna do?” 

“T don’t know.” Hank tied a slipknot and pulled it tight. “Tell the truth, I don’t care.” He 
shouldered the pack and headed for the door. He opened it only to find the sturdy body of Sheriff 
Hodges blocking the way. 

“Why thank you, Hank. Saved me the trouble of knocking,” the sheriff said. He pushed 
past Hank and helped himself to the bunkhouse. It was a small room, cramped, with few 
decorative touches — a faded Indian blanked hanging and a smattering of feathered arrows driven 
into the log walls. Hank stood in the doorway and watched Sheriff Hodges move his bulky body 
down the narrow aisle of beds. The sun had been shinning all of thirty minutes now and the heat 
grew outside. Waves of it blew through the open door, carrying dust and an unwelcome morning 
to the rest of the Lazy J’s sleeping hands. 

“Good morning, you lazy jokers.” The sheriff walked from bed to bed, waking the boys 
by grabbing an errant foot and giving a shake, or slapping an exposed backside. “Rise and shine. 
You all are making me think twice about being a lawman. Hell, give it up, become a cowboy and 
sleep the days away.” 

“Does your business involve me Hodges?” Hank said from the doorway. “If not, I’d just 
as soon be leaving.” 

“Tt involves all of the Lazy J hands.” The sheriff swaggered over to Hank. “Good news 
actually. Just got this parcel from the express.” He unfolded a crisp sheet of paper and offered it 
to Hank who stepped away and glared at the lawman. Sheriff Hodges chuckled. 

“Oh, give me the damned thing here,” Preacher said, snatching the paper. His lips moved 


as he read it to himself. 


“Why didn’t you ever come by my college, Hank? In the two years you been wasting 
your time here, I could have taught you to read and write. Two years, I’d have you quoting 
Shakespeare to these jokers,” Sheriff Hodges said. Hank glared at him. 

“Hank,” Preacher said, breaking the tension between the two men. “Says here the guy 
who bought the Ranch from Mrs. Compton is going to pay us to stay on. That’s good news, huh, 
Hank?” 

“His name is Mr. Kvorkia,” Sheriff Hodges confirmed, “with a ‘K’ out front. He sent me 
some money, told me to open an account and pay each of you a week’s wage in advance. So 
you’re in luck Hank, somebody else is willing to feed that mouth of yours.” 

“PI be moving on just the same.” Hank adjusted the pack on his back and left the 
bunkhouse. 

“Hey, Hank.” Hodges followed him into the dusty yard. Face to face, Hank stood an inch 
taller than Hodges, but the sheriff had twenty pounds on the cowboy. Both men were deeply 
tanned, but only Hodges had white laugh-lines around his eyes. 

“Cactus Grove ain’t gonna be the same without you,” Hodges said 

“Ts that so?” Hank scrutinized the sheriff’ s words, looking for an insult. 

Hodges nodded and grinned. “See ya ‘round, Hank.” 

The Sheriff watched the cowboy as he walked to his horse, mounted, and rode away with 
the rising sun casting his shadow narrow and long. Pity, Hodges thought, now this town only has 
one man with a good set of bolas. 

3K 2K K K 2k 
Charley, Cactus Grove’s resident Indian mystic, was up with the sun, getting his shop 


ready for the day. He brought out the rare and sinister looking potted plants, which he had to 


keep inside overnight lest they catch a chill, and arranged them on the porch. Then he hung the 
cages containing his pets: an enormous but slow-witted crow that cawed only for crackers; a 
lethargic tarantula that seemed annoyed with having to move to catch the crickets Charley put in 
its cage every morning; and a glass box full of various, colorful lizards lounging in the splendor 
of the waterfall oasis habitat Charlie had built for them using a wind-up water pump. 

Finished, Charlie stepped off the porch, walked to the middle of the street, and appraised 
his shop’s entryway. It looked a little cluttered, with pockets of dark shadows spreading from the 
corners. There were puddles on the wood from where he had watered the plants and a strange, 
acidic smell came from the gold and purple flowers. All in all, it gave the impression of being 
mysterious and maybe even dangerous. 

Perfect for a self-proclaimed medicine man and pharmacist. 

Movement caught Charlie’s attention and he turned to see the form of Hank, silhouetted 
by the sun, trotting in from the direction of the Lazy J. There was no mistaking Hank — he was 
tall and lean and sat ramrod straight in the saddle; unlike those other so-called cowboys who rode 
around like slouching schoolchildren. Charlie raised his arm and waved. Hank paused, then 
turned his horse and headed towards Charlie’s store. 

“Good morning, Hank,” Charlie greeted the rider. ““You’re in town early. Care for some 
coffee?” 

Hank moved Ridel next to Charlie and folded his hands over the horse’s hazelnut mane. 
“Can't,” he said, “I’ve got ground to cover.” 

“What’s that?” 


“T’m leavin’ Cactus Grove, Charlie.” 


The Indian nodded and the two men shared a moment of silence. Of course a strong and 
decent man like Hank would leave, Charlie thought. Cactus Grove was turning into a town for 
rejects and incompetents. And people who had just stopped caring. 

After a while, Charlie asked, “Where are you bound for?” 

“California.” 

Charlie scratched his chin. He sure hated to see Hank leave. 

“Well, I’d better be going,” Hank said. He leaned over and offered his hand. In a rare fit 
of emotion, Charlie grasped it with both of his hands and pumped mightily. 

“T see good things for you, friend. You will have great fortune and a long, happy life in 
California.” 

Hank sat back and smiled. He tipped his hat. “Well thank you very much, Charlie. That is 
fine to hear.” 

Hank put boot heels to Ridel and rode out of town. As he moved farther away from 
Cactus Grove, waves of heat rising from the huge swell of the morning sun obscured his form 
until he was lost in the blood-red line of the horizon. 

Suddenly Charlie was overcome with an inexplicable sense of dread. 

You lied to him. 

The thought came from out of nowhere and Charlie took two steps, waving his hand to 
get Hank’s attention even though he knew the cowboy couldn’t see him. 

He’ll never make California... 

Behind him, the crow erupted in a flurry of beating wings and piercing caws. Charlie 
damn near jumped out of his skin. Where were these thoughts coming from? He wasn’t any kind 


of shaman. He’d given all that nonsense up when he left the reservation. In fact, he’d been living 


like a white man for so long now, he doubted he could even remember the names of the spirit 
gods, much less call on them for visions. 

The inchoate worries of an old man, Charlie decided. He returned to his store and 
climbed the porch steps. He thumped the crow’s cage on his way past. The black bird fixed its 
beady yellow eyes on him and released a bellicose yell. 

38 2K K K K 

Sheriff Hodges grabbed Lucy and pulled her onto his lap. She giggled as his playful 
hands circled her waist. 

“What’s going on in there?” his wife called from the bathroom. 

“Nuthin’ honey,” the lawman replied, running his hands down Lucy’s flanks. Lucy 
gasped. 

“Darlin’ sweet,” his wife said, standing in the doorway now, hands on her hips. “Don’t 
put yourself out training this one. She’s an old pro from Wichita, ain’t that right Lucy?” 

Lucy jumped off the lawman’s lap, pulled her skirt down and hung her head. 

“Tt’s all right, hija, I know my husband’s got busy hands.” 

The sheriff laughed and patted the young girl’s leg, moving her out of the way so he 
could see his wife. Maria had just left the bath and was wearing nothing but an oversized towel 
pinned above her breasts and coming down to mid-thigh. The sight of her made Samuel Hodges 
forget all about Lucy from Kansas. 

“Wanna take her place, darlin’,” he said, spreading his legs and opening his arms. 

“Lucy,” Maria addressed her newest employee. “Why don’t you visit with Grace for a 
while? She’ll give you the low down on the low downs around these parts.” 


Lucy didn’t need to be told twice. 


Hodges watched her as she closed the door. “An old pro, eh? She’s only seventeen if 
she’s a day.” 

Maria disappeared around the corner and returned with another towel and started drying 
her hair. The contrast of the towel against her brown skin made her look even sexier than being 
naked. Hodges’ legs started flapping like wings. 

“It doesn’t take long for young girls to age in the West,” Maria said. “What I think is 
you're taking advantage of your old wife. Trying to get free samples of all the new girls I hire.” 

The towel just happened to fall off her shoulder then, causing Hodges’ legs to flap faster. 

“Nah, I don’t need samples. The house brand is good enough for me,” the Sheriff said. 
“So why don’t you get your little self over here right now before I have to get up out of this 
chair. I’m an old man, too, you know. You don’t want me wasting all that energy.” 

Maria pulled the towel back up and slithered over to her husband, shaking her hair out 
slow and sensual as she worked her slender hips. She stood in front of him and returned his 
smile. Then she whipped the towel from her chest and tossed it over his head, laughing as she ran 
back into the bathroom. 

“All right,” Hodges said, taking time to smell her scent on the towel before dropping it to 
the floor. “If that’s the way you want to play.” He pushed himself from the chair. “But I warn 
you, I’m not as young as I used to be. If I’m too tired to do anything with you after I catch you, I 
won’t be held responsible.” 

She stood with her back to the wall, totally naked now. “But sir, you don’t understand.” 
She beckoned him with her finger. “I am a small, country girl. I cannot handle a hombre as big as 


you. To wear you down is my only chance of survival.” 


“We’ll see about that,” he said, grabbing at her waist. She twisted and danced out of his 
hands, giggling as she splashed bath water from the tub at him. 

“to cool you down.” 

“Silly woman. That’s warm water.” 

“A few hundred degrees cooler than you are right now,” she said. 

She was right. Hodges had to get some air. Every step was becoming a lesson in the pain 
of chaffing. He grabbed at his belt buckle, trying to get unhitched as quickly as possible. Maria 
danced into the bedroom, out of sight. 

He followed and found her standing at the window. Hodges loved the way the sunlight lit 
up her golden skin. Every smooth inch of it. 

“T think you have some business to attend to,” she said, looking outside, all playfulness 
gone from her voice now. 

“I know I have some business to attend to,” Hodges replied, having just gotten his jeans 
halfway down his hips. 

“No, señor, in the street. Some men to see you. Lazy J I think. But I don’t see Hank.” 

“Ah, hell! I told those jokers I’d pay them today, but who’d think they’d make the trip in 
the middle of the afternoon, with the sun as hot as it’s gonna get. Stupid, damned cowboys.” 
Hodges pulled the jeans back up, mentally remarking how much easier it was to get them on as 
opposed to off, wondering why the world was such a bastard that way. 

“Why is Hank not with them?” 

“Hank’s gone, darlin’. Left this morning.” 


“Oh?” Maria said, crossing her arms over her chest. 


“Don’t fret over it. After I pay these boys, yov’ Il be getting all the business you can 
handle.” Sheriff Hodges folded his arms over hers and nuzzled her neck. “T11 be back,” he said 
and was gone. 

Maria sighed. 

3K 2K K K K 

“Hello, boys,” Hodges said to the collection of cowboys sitting on the front steps of the 
jail house. They were all there; Preacher, Phil, Tom and even Scratchy, who loathed leaving the 
comforts of his bed. 

All four squinted at Hodges, sweat rolling down their faces. 

“Kind of stupid, riding out here in the sun,” the lawman said, hands on his hips. “Wasn’t 
it?” 

The cowboys nodded and muttered, pushing themselves up. 

“We wanted our pay, Captain,” Tom said. 

“Right now?” 

More nodding and muttering. 

“Well, come on in then,” the sheriff said, opening the jail house door. It wasn’t any 
cooler inside. The cowboys shuffled in, hats in hand, looking nervously at the cage in the corner. 

“The boys were kind of wondering” Preacher asked, clearing his throat. “Uh, exactly how 
much we’re getting paid to stay on?” 

“More than you’re worth.” Hodges answered, using a key to open the bottom drawer of 
his desk. “But that goes without saying.” He pulled out a neat stack of bills, licked his thumb, 
and counted out five. He offered them to Preacher who nodded as he accepted the handful. His 


face lit up when he saw the denomination. 
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“Well, boys.” Preacher started passing out the bills to his buddies, one each. “Ten dollars 
a week! Twice what old man Compton, rest his soul, coughed up.” 

“The hell are you doing?” Hodges asked Preacher. 

“Why?” Preacher said, clutching the paper close to his chest. 

“Man, if you want to give it away, I ain’t proud. Pour some of that gravy on my plate.” 

The cowboys watched as Hodges made four more money stacks on his desk. They looked 
at the money on the desk, then at the bills clenched tight in their grubby fists, then at each other. 

“Sheriff?” Phil said. 

“What?” 

“Why did you do that? With the money?” 

“Well, I didn’t want to confuse you boys. So I counted out five individual bundles of fifty 
dollars each.” 

Phil looked at Tom who looked at Scratchy who looked at Preacher who snatched his 
money back. 

“That’s right, ladies,” Hodges continued. “Fifty dollars a week. I don’t know what this 
Kvorkia dude expects for his money, but if I were you I’d greet him wearing my best dress and 
girdle.” 

3K 2K K K K 

The Army built Fort Kent to be the flagship military outpost for the escalating Indian 
Wars. They found a strategic location in the valley of the Antelope Ridge — mountains protecting 
them to the northwest, a river cutting off the southwest, and close enough to Mexico to send a 
message to those bastards as well. No expense was spared in materials or labor and the Fort 


became an amazing display of what the post-Civil War United States Army could accomplish. It 
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was a sprawling, massive compound with sentry towers and a high, tar-coated fence to repel any 
onslaught of flaming arrows from the bows of angry savages. 

The only problem was none of the territorial Indian tribes would attack it, nor would they 
attack the soldiers stationed there. Whenever a group of Indians, even the savage Apache, saw 
cavalry from Fort Kent, they turned tail and ran, never engaging in battle. Any Indian that was 
killed by a Fort Kent soldier was inevitably back shot. The glory-hungry military men who 
wanted to make names for themselves pleaded not to be stationed at the magnificent fort. 
Eventually they started transferring Fort Kent brass to other, more profitable killing grounds. 
One sarcastic young officer observed, “The way things are around here they could transfer all of 
us out, leaving only one to yell ‘boo!’ when a redskin gets within a mile of the place.” 

That officer’s name was Lin Platt, and two years later, after the general had once again 
denied his petition for transfer, Captain Platt became the Fort’s only soldier and, by default, it’s 
commander. And that’s when he finally came to understand why the Indians were so afraid of 
Fort Kent. 

It was haunted. 

His first night alone, Commander Platt nodded off sitting in the cushioned chair of the 
officer’s club, wearing nothing but his long johns; a well-used bottle of whiskey tipped 
precariously against the chair’s ornately carved cherry wood leg. A bloodcurdling scream ripped 
him from drunken sleep and his eyes flashed open to find an Indian warrior standing over him 
with a hatchet. The Indian howled again and brought the weapon down, sending Lin Platt into a 
convulsion of fear. But just before the stone was about to split Officer Platt’s skull, the Indian 
vanished into the air. With trembling hands, Commander Platt pawed the spot where the vision 


had been standing. Nothing but cool, dry air. 
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It might have been the whiskey, he told himself, trembling. 

The next night, drunk again, Commander Platt was dealing his one thousandth hand of 
solitaire when he felt an ice cold hand on the back of his neck. He whipped his head around to 
see the eyeless visage of a calico-dressed frontier woman. Her scalp was gone as well as a good 
part of her lower jaw. Her fingers clutched the back of his head, and he screamed as she drew his 
face to hers. While he screamed, another howl came from outside. The same Indian phantom 
from the night before stood in the doorway — tonight holding a torch that he touched to the wood 
siding of the building, setting it ablaze. Platt tried to push the pioneer woman away and fell to the 
floor. She had vanished. He scrambled to his feet, knocking the table over and banging his shin 
against the chair before crashing through the door where he saw — 

— nothing. 

The Indian was not there. The building was not on fire. 

Lin Platt sobbed as he inspected the wood where he’d seen the fire. He put his hand there, 
and it wasn’t even warm. Suddenly he was overpowered by the smell of burning wood, so he ran 
to the other side of the building where there was still no fire. Then he ran back again. He ran 
from building to building. By sunrise, Lin Platt was hysterical from running, his nose thick with 
the smell of burning wood from a phantom fire. 

No whiskey in the world was that good. 

It took a few months, but Lin Platt finally came to an understanding with the ghosts of 
Fort Kent. All they wanted was for him to eat the barrel of his gun. Some nights Lin would tease 
them and scrub his back teeth with the steel cylinder, gagging on his own laughter as he watched 
them watching him; especially the Indian Warrior who practically drooled whenever 


Commander Platt played that game. 
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Still and all, even though the game was great fun, Lin Platt could never seem to go 
through with it. His life had become a living hell, but he couldn’t help wondering what the 
Indian warrior would do to him on the other side. Would he be able to hurt another ghost? 
Shouldn’t there be some kind of law against that sort of thing? 

While the hapless cowboys of the Lazy J were distributing their new found wealth 
amongst the working class of Maria’s whorehouse, Lin Platt set his jaw, grabbed his pistol and 
resolved to get the answer. He plugged his food-hole, wrapped his knuckle around the trigger, 
squeezed his eyes tight and — 

— Boom! Thunder cracked and lightning crossed the sky. 

Commander Platt dropped his gun and wept. He had pissed himself. He looked out the 
window and, sure enough, his old friend stood there, staring at him with black-marble eyes. It 
started raining and Lin marveled at how he could see the drops fall right through the phantom’s 
body. 

“You miserable....” Lin shook his fist at the specter. He stood up and urine trickled down 
his pants and into his stovepipe boots, which made squishing sounds as he walked to the door. 

Outside, the rain came down vicious, stinging as it struck his alcohol-bloated face. He 
raised his arms and confronted his tormenter. “Thought you had me this time, eh?” 

Somewhere a woman screamed; her disembodied voice amplifying as it bounced off the 
rain drops. 

Commander Platt walked toward the Indian, turning to let the rain pelt every part of his 
body. 


“Damn this feels good!” he said, putting his face to the wind and rain. 


14 


The Indian lifted his tomahawk. A fat bolt of lightning flashed and the stone ax glowed in 
the night. Thunder shook the earth. Lin’s hands balled into fists. He kept walking until he stood 
face to face with the dead savage. 

“So tell me; what do you win if I do it?” Lin asked softly. 

Behind the translucent figure of the Indian warrior, something solid moved in the 
darkness. 

“Ts there some kind of reward? King of hell for a day?” 

The solid object rolled through Fort Kent’s main gate and across the parade ground, 
displacing rain and splattering mud. 

“Or maybe you just get to play with me afterwards?” Lin continued. “Scalp my spirit 
over and over again throughout eternity?” 

The dark mass took shape — a horse-drawn buggy. 

The Indian opened his mouth, but no sound came out. A trick of perspective made it 
appear as if the horses were coming out of the Indian’s mouth. 

“I don’t suppose you’d let me go to sleep now?” Lin asked wearily. 

The phantom screamed; a terrifying war-cry so loud Lin Platt winced as he covered his 
ears with his shaking hands. And suddenly the Indian was dispersed by the flailing hooves of two 
very real, very black horses — blowing mist from their snouts like smoke as they dangerously 
pawed the air around Commander Platt’s whiskey-ravaged head. 

3K 2K K K K 

Preacher woke before daybreak and took a walk by the fence, the events of last night 

weighing heavily on his mind. The girl he’d been with at Maria’s had asked him if he was a real 


priest. The way she’d looked when he’d told her that he wasn’t, that he’d never been; except he 
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did read from the Good Book now and again.... Disappointed. Like she’d really wanted to do it 
with a priest. 

Preacher walked the line and wondered if he should actually start studying the Faith. 
Maybe even get ordained. Or better still; just tell everyone he was. 

In the dawning light, Preacher saw someone standing off in the distance. It looked like 
man wearing a cape with a wolf—hound sitting at his feet. The man stood perfectly still, watching 
the sliver of a moon as it faded away in the purple horizon. 

Preacher figured the silhouette belonged to his new boss — who else would be wasting 
their time in this God-forsaken field so early? He considered approaching the man, but then, no, 
what if he expected Preacher to start working since he was already up? Best to just sneak back to 
the bunkhouse. 

Preacher started for the house, and the wolf—hound spotted his movement. The dog came 
to its feet and growled. The man turned around, alert. 

“Damn it,” Preacher muttered, then smiled and waved. 

The man approached, cape fanning out around him. Preacher scratched the back of his 
head. This dude sure didn’t look like a rancher. 

“Howdy,” Preacher spoke first. “Looks like it rained some last night. We’ve been 
needing it, huh?” 

Preacher’s voice broke on ‘huh.’ He hadn’t been expecting the face that took shape as the 
man drew near. At first it appeared to be all nose — large, thin and sharp; then as the shadows fell 
from the eyebrows and lips, Preacher saw his new boss for the first time — one massive eyebrow 


hovering over two deep set eyes, a widow’s peak that touched the center of the eyebrow and 
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blossomed into a thick carpet of blue-black hair, and a and chin that looked like the business end 
of a battle ax. 

When the man smiled, the ‘v’ of his mouth matched the ‘v’ of his widow’s peak. His 
teeth were very white and long. 

He stuck out his hand. Preacher took a step back. 

“Too much rain last night I think,” the man said. “Too much rain can be just as bad as no 
rain. My name is Dimitry Kvorkia, and howdy to you, too, friend.” 

Preacher took the hand. It was deceptively small for such a powerful grip. There were 
coarse, black hairs on the backs of the fingers. 

“T’m sorry, but I didn’t catch your name?” Kvorkia asked, stepping in close. 

Preacher moved back again. “Folks, they call me Preacher.” 

Kvorkia flashed another unsettling smile. “Ah, a man of faith! Indeed, I will be picking 
your brain, sir, for I am always in need of spiritual guidance.” 

Preacher didn’t like the sound of that at all. 

Before Preacher could retreat any further, Kvorkia slithered an arm around his shoulder 
and started leading him back to the bunkhouse. A morning breeze whipped the cape around both 
men as they walked. 

“Preacher.... How lucky I am to have a man of faith in my employ! I’m sure you are a 
constant comfort to the other Ranch Hands, eh? Up at the crack of dawn, finding peace with God 
before starting the day? I admire you, sir. Too often I use these quiet mornings to brood or build 
strategies, wasting God’s most precious moments.” 

“Aw, I don’t.... You know.... It’s not like I’m pray—hey!” Preacher broke away because 


the wolf-hound had snuck up behind him and licked his dangling hand. 
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Kvorkia laughed. “Please excuse my dog. Julie makes fast friends, and I do think she 
likes you.” 

The dog pushed its nose into Preacher’s hand. Preacher reached down to stroke the dog’s 
ears. Nice and fluffy. Maybe these two weren’t so bad. Sure, the dude looks mean, but then the 
dog looked plenty mean too, and she warmed up nicely. 

“Julie. That’s a funny name for a dog,” Preacher said. He turned to where his new boss 
had been standing, but he was gone. Preacher looked around and saw the caped figure hurrying 


into the house, just ahead of the sunlight creeping across the muddy lawn. 


CHAPTER 2 — AFTER THE STORM 


A burst of hot air struck his face, waking Hank from a deep sleep. He’d been dreaming 
of California and how the western land was temperate and beautiful; walking along the edge of 
the ocean with Sue’s hand in his.... 

But that was a dream. Reality was his horse, Ridel, poking her long face in the cave and 
grunting, hungry for a morning treat. 

Hank pushed the animal’s noggin aside and stood at the cave’s entryway. He was amazed 
by the work of last night’s rain. Antelope Ridge had been transformed — fat drops of water hung 
from the drooping leaves, catching the warm morning sun. Pools of water had collected along the 
trail and in the shrubbery, reflecting the greenery of the trees and patches of blue from the sky 


above. Hank thought back to the time he had spent crossing Louisiana. Beautiful. 
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However, much like the land itself, Hank felt sluggish and reluctant to start a new day. In 
fact, by the position of the sun — already clear of the horizon — he had overslept by a good two 
hours. Ridel snorted again, impatient. 

“All right, all right, I know.” Hank stretched, taking time to scratch Ridel’s ears. “It’s 
getting late, eh? I swear, working that Lazy J has ruined this man.” 

Hank went to his bedroll and picked up his provisions. The rain had caught him by 
surprise last night and in the minute and a half it took to find the cave, he and his belongings had 
been thoroughly soaked. The coffee bag had run and stained his clothes and the biscuits were 
ruined. The sugar had melded into a large rock, from which he broke a piece to feed Ridel. 

The horse accepted the gift and returned to grazing on the lush grass. Hank didn’t want to 
leave the cave with no clothes on, but he didn’t want to wear his wet undergarments either. He 
stuck a hand into the morning light, waved it up and down. Nothing. Then his arm. No response. 
He poked his head out and looked around. Ridel watched him for a moment, twitched her ears, 
and then went back to the grass. 

Well, Hank thought, if Ridel doesn’t care.... and he stepped naked into the sun. A cool 
breeze blew. A butterfly fluttered by. Hank scratched himself. This was by far the most pleasant 
morning he’d spent in years. 

He hung his wet clothes on a tree limb and went to find a tributary of the Antelope River. 
He followed the sound of rushing water that led him through sparse vegetation, down a bluff and 
into a crystal clear pool spreading out from a short waterfall. It seemed too perfect, and Hank had 
to pause and think — Jf I died right now, would it even be worth traveling all the way to heaven? 


He let out an inspired “whoop!” and jumped into the water. 
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Later, leaning against the edge of the pool with his body floating in the water, Hank 
wriggled his toes and thought of Sue: her hair, long as Kansas wheat and twice as gold; her eyes, 
as blue as the sky above; the flower dresses she wore that came in tight around her girlish belly 
and billowed about her long legs.... 

Something in the water brushed against Hank’s foot. It looked like a piece of canvas from 
a covered wagon. Another, longer strip splashed down from the top of the waterfall. He grabbed 
it as it floated by and held it up for inspection. Yes, definitely wagon covering. A bunch of wood 
drifted past now, not natural twigs and storm fodder, but cut lumber. 

Then he saw it — a colorful swath snagged on a hunk of wood. He swam to it and 
immediately recognized the flower print. One of Sue’s dresses! 

Hank scrambled out of the pool and ran up the bank to the top of the waterfall. More 
evidence of disaster twirled in the water: clothes, shards of wood; but no sign of Sue or her 
family. He ran along the side of the river, stopped, realized he was still naked, tied Sue’s dress 
around his waist, and kept running. 

Rocks and roots bruised and cut Hank’s bootless feet, but he was too intent on seeing 
around the next curve or over the next fall to worry about it. The land that had been so beautiful 
moments ago turned ugly; trying to trap him in bushes of thorns or knock his head off with low 
branches. He ground his teeth and pressed on, splashing through the river like a herd of wild 
horses. 

He stepped into the middle of the river to avoid a large rock and the bottom dropped out. 
All six foot one of Hank Granger plummeted. He bashed his leg on something hard as he kicked 
to find footing. The pain caused him to suck in a lung-full of water. His knee found a plateau, 


and he grabbed it. He hoisted his torso up, spitting water and curses. 
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It was a wagon wheel stuck in the riverbed that had bruised his shin. Hank looked around 
and spotted a large chunk of a wagon bed wedged against a gnarled tree root on the other side of 
the river. 

He swam to the wreckage; scared now because he saw something stuck underneath the 
wooden planks — something that looked like a ball of blond sea moss billowing in the water. 

He knew it was hair before he felt it; cautiously at first then grabbing a fistful and pulling 
it back to get a look at the face. 

The dead eyes of Ol’ Lady Compton glared at him from under the clear water. 

“Sue....” Hank said, frantically scanning the banks of the river. “SUE!” 

There, through the thorny bushes — a trail cut by a wagon crashing down the 
embankment. All the vegetation had been smashed flat and hunks of ground had been ripped out 
where the wheels had fallen off. 

Hank scrambled up the ledge, calling out to Sue with every breath. His eyes darted to and 
fro, afraid of what he might find. 

A whisper, barely heard over the pounding of his own heart, came from behind a tree 
looming ahead — “help ”, and a flash of white; a limp hand summoning him. 

Hank wasted no time getting to that tree, spinning around it, and collapsing to his knees 
at the side of Sue Compton. 

“My God,” Hank said, looking at the wreck in front of him. “My God, Sue, are you 
okay?” 

He took her hand in his and brushed the matted hair from her face. She was beat up, 
caked in mud and blood with bruises covering her arms and legs. Her dress was in tatters. 


“Oh, Hank,” she whispered. “Timmy....” 
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“I’m gonna get you back to town, you hear? We’re gonna see Charley. Charley’ ll fix you 
up.” He slipped his arms around her and gently lifted her off the ground. She rested her head on 
his shoulder as they walked to the river. 

“Hank...” 

“Yes, darlin’?” 

“Timmy.... Mamma, they took him.... Where’s Mamma?” 

“She’s fine. Just fine. Waiting for us in town.” 

Hank turned Sue’s head away as they passed OI’ Lady Compton’s watery grave. 

se I 

Charley and Hank watched Sue sleep. Her wounds were mostly superficial, though 
Charley figured her left wrist to be sprained, maybe broken. He gave her sleeping medicine and 
put the hand in a splint, and now she lay frowning and twitching as nightmares crowded her. 

Hank touched her forehead and turned to Charley. “She’s having bad dreams.” 

“Yes” 

“Can’t you do something about that?” 

Charley looked at the cowboy and wondered about his intelligence. Everybody knew 
Hank couldn’t read or write, but his horse-sense was legendary. You’d think he wouldn’t ask so 
many dumb questions; yet since frantically carrying Sue in less than ten minutes ago, Hank had 
been bothering Charley every thirty seconds with such inquires as: “Is she going to be okay?” or 
“Can’t you do that without taking her skirt off?” Or, after Charley mentioned the sprained wrist, 
“She’s not going to lose the hand, is she?” 


Charley had to think, patience. 
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“No Hank, I’d have to perform brain surgery to fix the bad dreams and often times that’s 
more painful than the dreams themselves.” 

“Oh,” Hank said, once again sweeping a loose strand of golden hair from the farm girl’s 
delicate face. Charlie reconsidered — not stupid, but in love. Which can be just as bad. 

“Have you told Sheriff Hodges, yet?” Charlie asked. 

“No,” Hank replied. “I don’t see where this is his business.” 

“Don’t you think somebody should go get Mrs. Compton so she can have a proper burial? 
And what about Timmy? Shouldn’t there be a search party?” 

“Right. But we don’t need the Sheriff. P11 go back to the Lazy J and collect the boys.” 

“No offense, but those Lazy J boys couldn’t find their own britches. You'll need the 
Sheriff and it wouldn’t hurt to borrow Mr. Satchet’s bloodhound —” 

“— right! I’m going.” Hank touched Sue’s hair one more time. “How long is she going to 
be like this?” 

“Sleeping? Until she wakes up, I guess.” 

Satisfied with the answer, Hank put on his hat and left the pharmacy. 

Sheriff Hodges was waiting in the street, petting Ridel’s nose. 

“Hey there, Hank,” the Sheriff said. “I was wondering what happened to this pretty girl’s 
no-good rider. Figured y ’all missed us too bad to leave, is that right?” Hodges planted a kiss on 
Ridel’s snout. The horse aggravated Hank by not biting the lawman’s face. 

“There’s been an accident. Ol’ Lady Compton is dead and Sue is hurt. There’s no account 
of Timmy either.” Hank said. 

Hodges sighed. Business. Well, that’s what they paid him for. 


“Charlie taking care of Sue?” 
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Hank nodded. 

“What happened?” 

“Best I can figure, the storm caught them crossing Antelope Ridge last night, knocked the 
carriage into the river and busted it up on the rocks. Mrs. Compton drowned, trapped under the 
wreckage.” 

“Timmy?” 

“Didn’t see him.” 

Hodges nodded, thinking. “Okay, here’s what we do. You go ahead and get the Lazy 
Jokers and head on up to Antelope Ridge. Ill collect Satchet’s dog, some supplies, and as many 
men as I can and follow you directly.” 

“Right,” Hank said, mounting Ridel. 

“Get something of the kid’s. Something the dog can smell.” 

Hank rode off. 

Hodges smiled to himself. It was so easy to order cowboys around, even ornery ones like 
Hank. Just the way they’ve been trained, he guessed, and thanked his lucky stars he’d been 
brought up with enough sense not to become a cowboy. 

3K 2K K K 2k 

Hank rode into the Lazy J ranch, saw an unfamiliar carriage in the shadow of the barn, 
and figured the men would be out doing morning chores for their new boss. A quick jaunt around 
the homestead told him otherwise. It was past noon and the cowboys were still in the bunkhouse, 


many of them not yet dressed. Pitiful. 
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They told Hank to stop making so much noise and get inside before he woke the boss. 
Wake the boss, he might put them to work, and they were still recovering from last night’s 
drunken party at Maria’s whorehouse. 

More than pitiful, disgraceful. 

Hank gave them the rundown of the tragedy and tried to enlist their help for a search 
party. 

“For Timmy? That little snot? Why should we?” Tom argued. 

Hank didn’t have a real good answer. 

“Y’know, we can’t just up and roam the ridge. We’re working men now,” Phil added, 
and the others nodded and muttered in agreement. 

Amidst groans and pleadings, Hank strode purposefully towards the house, intent on 
getting the new boss to force the issue. 

Hank was greeted at the screen door by a sinister looking wolf-hound. The dog growled 
low when Hank put his hand on the doorknob. Normally Hank wouldn’t think twice about a 
growling dog, but this hound looked like serious business. Hank stepped away from the door. 

“Mr. .... !” Hank started, and then couldn’t remember how to pronounce the dude’s 
name. Workea? Wookia? The hell with it. “Hey, Mister! Mister! You awake in there!” 

Hank put his nose to the screen, cupped his hands around his eyes, and peered into the 
house. From down the hall, a man came towards him, moving slowly. The man appeared to be 
wearing a cape. A cape? In West Texas Summer, wearing a cape? 

“Hello there?” The stranger said, closing the cape around his body as he entered the 


bright kitchen. “Can I help you?” 
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The man’s brooding features seemed to melt in waves of sweat. He tried his best to stay 
away from the sunlight, but the room had too many windows and very thin drapes. He repeatedly 
used a corner of the cape to wipe away the sheen of water cascading from his hairline. 

“My name is Hank Granger. I used to work here.” 

“Ah, my missing cowboy. The good Sheriff told me you’d left for California. Please 
come in.” 

Kvorkia opened the screen and stepped aside to let Hank enter the kitchen. He stayed at 
the doorway, eyebrow raised in consideration. The dog waited obediently at his master’s feet, 
looking up at him with light brown eyes, her long pink tongue hanging out, panting. 

“T do believe... Yes, I do believe it is actually hotter in the house than it is outside,” 
Kvorkia said. 

So take the cape off, Hank wanted to say, but settled on business. “Mister, I need to 
borrow your men for a while. A child has come up missing, and I’m collecting a search party.” 

Kvorkia frowned and scratched the back of his head. “Where? When?” 

“Somewhere in the mountains, during last night’s rain.” 

“Of course. My men are at your disposal. Please, allow me to dress and I, too, will join 
the hunt.” 

As he turned and walked away, Hank noticed that he’d used the cape as a robe — two 
bands of pale flesh showed between his stockings and the bottom of the cape. Poor guy must 
have been sleeping, Hank figured. Too hot for him, maybe, but this morning was as cool as it 
ever gets ‘round here. If this dude can’t handle it.... 

“Hey!” Hank exclaimed, surprised by the dog that had maneuvered around to lick his 


hand. The dog wagged her tail and smiled up at Hank. 
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“How ‘bout that,” Hank said, reaching to pet the beast, who promptly rolled onto her 
back, eager for a belly rub. Hank squatted down and obliged, finding that one special spot that 
caused the leg to spasm. 

3K 2K K K K 

Maria was up to her old tricks, parading around half-naked when she knew he had work 
to do. She lifted her skirt and leaned over to pull the steamer trunk from under the bed. Hodges 
bit his lower lip and wondered why that woman never wore any underskirts. 

“Oooof, this is heavy,” she said, giving a tug and rolling back. The straps of her dress fell 
from her shoulders. 

Never wore no undergarments up top, neither. 

“Alright, ’ve had about enough of this.” Hodges stopped packing his travel bag and took 
a robe from the bed post. He grabbed Maria by the arms, stood her straight, kissed her hard, 
threw the robe around her shoulders, and used his foot to finish dragging the trunk from under 
the bed. 

“There. Now will you please retrieve my compass and spy-glasses and stop trying to 
seduce me? A boy’s life is at stake.” 

Maria flipped her hair loose from the robe and shook her head sadly. “Big deal,” she said, 
popping the latch and rummaging through the stuff. “Just that little brat Timmy. Not old enough 
to spend money here, olvideselo....” 

“When did Timmy become so hated? I always thought he was a good kid.” 

“No, you liked him because he always came crying to you when people were out to lay a 
whipping on him. You, sir, like people to need you.” 


“Ts that why I like you?” 
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“Hmmm, I don’t think so. I think there is something else about me you like.” 

“True. But then, you need me too.” 

“Oh, I think not!” 

“Surely just a little?” 

Maria laughed and tossed the silver compass to her husband. “Okay, I need you too. Just 
a little.” 

The Sheriff pocketed the compass, shouldered his bag, and grabbed the spy-glasses. 
Maria caught a hold of Hodges as he walked by and hooked a curvy leg around his hip, grinding 
into him while smothering his mouth with a hungry kiss. 

“Mmmm, yes, I need this very much a little.” 

“Woman....” Hodges warned, pushing her away. 

“Go then, find your little brat boy. But don’t expect me to be awake if you stay out too 
long.” 

“If we don’t find the kid before sundown, the wolves can have him. Hell, that damned 
horse-poke Hank will probably stay until winter looking for the boy. Just a hopin’ for a smile 
from sister Suzy.” 

Maria paused. “Hank came back?” 

“Well, he’s the one found the wreck. He saved that girl’s life. He finds the boy, she’d just 
about have to marry him, don’t you think?” 

“Hombre estupido.” 

“What’s that?” 


“Ah, Hank is a fool for waiting for that stuck-up girl.” 
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“Don’t be so hard on him, hon. You know how these cowboys are, ‘Awash in the glow of 
misadventure.’ Besides, when did you get so concerned about Hank?” 

“Jealous?” 

“Forget I mentioned it. Hey, you seen my badge?” 

Maria gave one of the four posts of the bed frame a healthy slap and the star shaped 
badge tumbled from the top where it had been balanced. Hank caught it midair. 

“Look, now you’re a big, bad Sheriff again.” 

Hodges pinned the star to his vest. “You know it.” 

RH 

Sheriff Hodges, Satchet and his bloodhound, and the Goodeye twins were waiting at the 
mouth of the wagon trail leading into Antelope Ridge when Hank rode up. The Goodeye twins — 
two boys who were gradually earning their reputations as troublemakers — were playing 
mumbly—peg with a bowie knife and Ol’ Man Satchet persistently chased his dog away from the 
weeds, trying to keep the bloodhound from chasing after a squirrel or snake or some other critter. 

“Bout time,” Hodges said as Hank dismounted Ridel. 

“Stupid cowboys,” Hand replied. 

“Well, where are they?” 

“They should be by directly, but I ain’t waiting on them. Here, I brought one of Timmy’s 
old shoes for the dog.” 

Satchet hugged the dog around the neck, pulling it back from a hollowed out tree. “Toss 
the damn thing over here, before this damned, dumb dog winds up with a rattler stuck to his ass!” 
Hank walked the shoe over to Satchet who thumped the dog on the snout with its wooden 


sole. The dog regarded that action with undisguised disdain, but didn’t waste much time dwelling 
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on it — the shoe was fascinating! The hound snorted and snuffed, pushing the shoe around with 
his nose like he was trying it on for size. 

Hank looked over at the Goodeyes who were now pretending to shave with the Bowie 
knife, taking turns smoothing the peach fuzz on their cheeks with the flat of the dull blade. He 
watched as Jack Goodeye nicked his ear then bellowed in pain, tossing the knife haphazardly to 
the ground. Hank arched an eyebrow at Hodges. 

“Better than nothing,” the Sheriff replied to the unspoken question. “That Timmy boy 
ain’t very popular you know.” 

“Damn right,” Ace Goodeye put in his two cents. “I’m only here ‘cause we find that boy, 
I owe him a whuppin’ for those lies he told about me an Myna.” 

“Nobody’s whuppin’ nobody,” Sheriff Hodges said, “and watch your language.” 

Jack Goodeye slugged Ace’s shoulder and got the same in return. 

“Okay boys, Stankey’s on the scent!” Satchet called out, letting the dog go to find the 
owner of that old shoe. 

“You boys go with Stankey and Mr. Satchet,” Hodges told the Goodeyes. “When it starts 
getting dark we meet back here, right? Don’t all y’all leave without letting somebody know 
you’re gone...,” The Sheriff started to say more but it was too late, the boys were gone, 
bounding into the woods after the tenacious bloodhound. 

“I’m gonna take the riding trail,” Hank said, mounting Ridel. “Y’all can wait for those 
dudes if you want.” 

“Any chance they’ ll be ‘long soon?” Hodges asked. 


“Slim.” 
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“Then I guess we’ll ride together.” Sheriff Hodges smiled as he swung up onto his own 
horse. “Maybe have one of them conversations, you know, like people do.” 

Hank scowled and put spurs to Ridel’s flank. 

38 2K K K K 

“Gentlemen,” Dimitry Kvorkia pleaded, “I appreciate your concern, but the spell has 
passed, and we should be moving on before it becomes late.” 

The cowboys of the Lazy J looked up at their boss from the cool shade of a cluster of 
Post Oak trees. They hadn’t gotten very far when the weird dude had had a small heat stroke and 
fell off his horse. Now he wore a strawberry mark high on his forehead where the skin had 
scraped away. 

“Gee, boss,” Tom said, readjusting his hat. “You sure yov’re up to it? You still look sick 
to me.” 

“Yeah,” Phil said. “I think we should go back. Get you a doctor. Shoo, a fall like that, 
keep you up in bed a week at least.” 

“No, I’m fine....” Kvorkia stood there, waiting for them to move. 

Scratchy snored, twitched, and rolled away from the noise of the men’s voices. 

“T’m fine. We should press on,” Kvorkia said. 

Tom offered his canteen. “Have another drink of water, you look hot.” 

“Thank you, no. I am hot, but then this is a hot land. Drinking water will not make it 
cooler, yes? Now, please, get up and let us press on.” 

The cowboys looked at each other, waiting for somebody to come up with another stall. 
Phil took a stab at it: “Don’t you think it’s already too late? I mean, it must be getting ‘round 


near six already.... We should, you know, go back.” 
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Tom groaned and got to his feet. The sun was almost directly overhead. 

“I think if it takes all night, we must find the boy. That is why I don’t want to waste more 
time here, in the shade, yes?” Kvorkia allowed Tom to help him on his horse while Phil and 
Preacher took their sweet time getting up. 

“Maybe I should say some inspiring words? Something to keep you men interested in the 
task at hand?” Kvorkia barked from his horse. 

“No, Captain, we’re just worried,” Tom reassured him. “You took a bad fall back there.” 

“But I am fine now. How about this? Whomever finds the boy will get a one hundred 
dollar bonus.” 

The cowboys shuffled their feet, intrigued. 

“How about two hundred? Yes? Two hundred dollars for the one who finds the boy.” 

“We- well, sir,” Preacher stuttered. “That is mighty generous. But we are already 
drawing a wage. That is to say, I think the bonus —” 

“— He YAH! Giddy-up!” Tom hollered from atop his horse. He took off racing towards 
Antelope Ridge. 

“That sonofabitch —” Phil muttered, hefting his bulk onto his own horse. “Git on, girl! 
Giddy-up!” 

And Phil was gone too. 

Preacher scratched his head and looked up at Kvorkia. 

“Perhaps we can ride together at a calmer pace?” Kvorkia suggested. 

Preacher nodded. 

“And you may want to inform the other gentleman about the arrangement?” He said, 


nodding toward Scratchy, still snoozing away under the shade tree. 
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Preacher strolled over to Scratchy, kicked him in the butt, and said, “Get up. Go and find 
the boy, you get an extra two hundred dollars.” 

Scratchy stretched, yawned, and asked, “Dead or alive?” 

38 2K K K K 

Hank led Sheriff Hodges to the place where Ol’ Lady Compton’s corpse rested. Together 
they dug her out from under the wagon debris and hefted her to the river bank. 

“We ought to take her back to town. Put her in the church yard,” Hank said. 

Hodges didn’t like the prospect of lugging the waterlogged corpse through the woods. 
She had been no petit flower while alive, and now it seemed like she carried an extra two 
hundred pounds of water. 

“We’ll wait for the boys to show up. Let them do the heavy work. In the meantime, why 
don’t we keep following this river?” 

“So we just leave her here? In the mud?” 

“It bothers you, put pennies on her eyes.” 

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Pennies ain’t gonna keep the critters away 
from her. I’m thinking we leave her here, some lucky ol’ badger come along and make a meal of 
her. Lookit, the fish already had their share,” Hank said, pointing to the tears around the eyes, 
where minnows had nibbled away. 

“T’m thinking the boy may still be alive. And I’m also thinking it’s a waste of time to 
haul this body all the way back to town.” 

“Well let’s just drag her up to higher ground. Out of the mud at least.” 


“Oh for Christsake...” 
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Hodges and Hank each took a leg and dragged the body up the river bank. A piece of 
driftwood wedged in the mud caught Mrs. Compton’s puffy belly flesh and tore it open with an 
unpleasant sound, followed by an even more unpleasant odor. 

“Was that you?” Hodges asked, wrinkling his nose. 

They turned together and saw the mess — Mrs. Compton’s side split open; black, brackish 
water seeping out with the guts and entrails. 

“Oh...,” Hank said. 

A catfish flopped out of the tear and squirmed in the slop, gasping for water. 

Hodges pursed his lips together and without a word started walking down the river. 

Hank wiped his mouth and followed. 

3K 2K K K K 

Officer Platt woke up and thought he’d finally made it to hell. One brilliant, burning ray 
of sunlight pierced the room, bursting through a rectangular shape cut into a heavy dark cloth 
hanging over the window. The ray fell directly on a strange, spiraling red shape on the floor. The 
rest of the room was pitch black, with every window and door crack covered by cloth. In the 
darkness, the red spiral glowed, writhing like a snake. 

Lin Platt worked last night’s events over in his mind. Two men had ridden in on a horse 
and carriage — an extremely tall, ghoulish-looking fellow and a razor-thin man whose eyes were 
so black they seemed to make the night darker. Lin had assumed they were ghosts. He cursed 
them and spat at their feet, daring them to do something about it, and then the tall one reached 
into the carriage and pulled out a sword. He must have hit Lin over the head with the flat of it 
because that was the last thing Officer Platt remembered — the tall man with his arm raised so 


high it looked like he was stabbing the moon, the blade of the sword splitting raindrops midair. 
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With no open windows, Lin couldn’t approximate the time of day, but he figured it to be 
at least midmorning. Maybe even afternoon. He had been hog-tied for hours, and as a result both 
his feet had fallen asleep. He kicked and squirmed, grunted and gnashed his teeth, but whoever 
these desperados were, they weren’t taking chances with him getting loose. He considered 
yelling, maybe making a fuss about having to go to the bathroom, which wouldn’t be a stretch, 
but then he heard something behind him. It sounded like breathing. 

Lin turned toward the noise and saw the pale face of a little boy sitting in the corner, 
slack-jawed, eyes open but gazing at nothing. Lin noticed that the boy wasn’t tied up; his hands 
were folded neatly in his lap and his legs stuck out unfettered. 

Well! 

“Hey,” Lin whispered. “Hey you there. Boy. Hey, come here and untie me.” 

Nothing. 

“You hear me, boy? I said untie me!” 

The boy didn’t move. 

“Damn it, I’m talking to you!” Lin yelled, rocking violently on his hands. He kept at it 
until he had enough momentum to roll over on his side. Now he could squirm, humping his 
shoulders to his waist like an inch worm, moving slowly across the floor. 

After a few minutes, Lin had to stop and rest. “Boy?” he called. “I’m going through a lot 
of trouble here. If you can understand me, I want you to know that if you’re just playing a game, 
I’m going to put a hurt on you. Boy?” Still no response. 

Resolved to push on, Lin took a deep breath. The red spiral on the floor was made of a 
fine powder and it filled Lin’s mouth and nostrils when he inhaled. As it mixed with his spit and 


snot, it turned into a thick paste, blocking his airways. Lin coughed and thrashed, red mud 
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spewing from his mouth and splatting against the floor wetly. It stuck to his body and the more 
he struggled the more it enveloped him. After a few moments he was covered with sticky red 
goop. 

The door flew open. The tall ghoul from last night stood there, watching. Lin shook his 
head furiously, sending crimson gunk flying everywhere. The man slammed the door shut. Lin 
tried to call out but couldn’t get any words around the hardening clay in his mouth. 

Unable to breathe or spit, Lin involuntarily swallowed, his gag reflex giving up to the 
more pressing need of getting air into the lungs. Lin chewed and gulped, mouthful after mouthful 
of the red dust. It felt warm going down and had an unpleasant coppery taste, but he had to clear 
his throat. Finished, he sucked air and blew it out his nose. The red paste that congealed there 
had turned hard enough to clatter like stones when it shot from his nostrils to the wooden floor. 

Officer Lin Platt rolled onto his distended stomach and felt sick. 

3K 2K K K K 

The Goodeye twins had acquired tree branches, which they used to whack away 
underbrush in a manner befitting Ivanhoe. They followed Mr. Satchet, who was doing his best to 
hold onto Stankey the bloodhound’s leash. Between the excitable dog and the brush that scraped 
his face, Mr. Satchet kept up a constant stream of profanity, which the Goodeye twins used as a 
reference whenever they were held back by something more interesting than the hunt, like a 
discarded snakeskin or a pattern of animal bones. 

Stankey was not as easily distracted. He followed the scent to a fall-away overlooking the 
riverbank. It was a five-foot drop from the ledge to the river and Stankey snuffed and sniffed 
right up to the edge, where he stopped and raised his head in consideration. Mr. Satchet looped 


some of the slack from the leash around his hand and cursed the dog out of habit. 
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Stankey took two steps back, looked over his shoulder at his master and tilted his head in 
an expression that could only be called thoughtful. Mr. Satchet, eyes widening, began to yell 
something along the lines of: “Don’t you even THINK about it!” but was cut off by the sudden, 
violent pull of the leash as Stankey pumped his legs and took a flying leap over the fall-away. 
Mr. Satchet’s arm almost got ripped from his shoulder and he found himself falling face first into 
the muddy riverbank. His hand went slack, the leash uncoiled, and an unfettered Stankey 
continued his pursuit, paddling across the water and disappearing into the underbrush on the 
other side of the river. 

A few yards back, the Goodeye twins had found a clearing and were settling once and for 
all the issue of who was the better duelist. Ace took a powerful swing at Jack and watched, 
mortified, as his stick cracked in two when it connected with his brother’s thicker branch. Jack 
raised his chin, pointed the tip of his twig at his brother’s chest and announced, “Yield or die, 
you dirty scoundrel.” Ace slapped the wood away and was about to itemize a whole list of 
reasons why this wasn’t fair when he noticed something. 

“Hey.... I don’t hear no cussing.” 

“GODDAMN IT!” Mr. Satchet’s voice boomed up ahead. Birds took to the sky and frogs 
jumped in the water. Ace and Jack breathed sighs of relief and followed the noise. 

They found Mr. Satchet covered in mud, scrambling at the wall of the fall-away. He 
glared up at them. “You gonna help me or just goddamn stand there?” The twins each grabbed a 
hand and pulled him none-to-gently over the ledge. 


“Where’s Stankey?” Ace asked. 
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Mr. Satchet’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know. I don’t care. I’m through with ‘im, P?’ m 
through with dogs in all. You boys find that damned dog you can keep him. You don’t want him, 
kill him and make stew from his no-good bones for all I care. I’m going home.” 

“Wait a minute,” Ace said. “Sheriff Hodges told none of us to leave without telling him 
first.” 

“T don’t give a goddamn what Sheriff Hodges said, the pimp.” Mr. Satchet inspected the 
front of his shirt. “Ruined a perfectly good shirt, these pants, and you think he’ll reimburse me 
for them? Hell no!” Mr. Satchet stomped his feet, knocking the mud from his shoes. “I’m goin’ 
home. You boys can stay if you want to, and you tell that... Sheriff that he owes me for the shirt 
and pants.” He took a few more steps then turned around. “But don’t tell him I called him a 
pimp.” And with that he was gone. 

Jack stood for a while, listening to the crashing sounds of Mr. Satchet’s retreat, then 
turned to Ace. “What’s a pimp?” Ace shrugged and together they crossed the river calling after 
Stankey. 

3K 2K K K K 

Sheriff Hodges and Hank stood looking over the edge of the small cliff where the 
Compton’s wagon had fallen into the river. It was clear where the wagon had veered off the trail, 
crashed through the shrubs, and fallen a good fifteen feet into the water below. The unsettling 
thing was, when they followed the ruts made by the wagon wheels, they found a second pair of 
tracks. Dried mud told the story of one wagon meeting another on a narrow path, horseshoe 
marks indicating that the horses weren’t pleased with the encounter; lots of stomping and back- 


stepping. It appeared as if whoever had been driving the other wagon ran the Comptons off the 
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trail and continued on their way, not knowing or not caring that they had left at least one dead 
and another injured. 

“Son of a bitch,” Hank said, kicking at the mud. 

“Murder,” Hodges stated. “Simple murder.” 

“Who would have done such a thing?” 

“T don’t know. Anybody traveling west, I suppose. Got impatient, a rainy night, forced 
Old Lady Compton off the road and just never looked back. Probably didn’t even know he killed 
her.” 

“Ain’t no excuse.” Hank spat. 

“Ain’t makin’ no excuse. Just trying to figure it out. Still, that doesn’t explain what 
happened to Timmy.” 

“What happened to Timmy?” 

“T don’t know. But he ain’t here. And we looked all over this place. We were able to find 
where Sue pulled herself out of the water and crawled to the tree, but we didn’t see any sign of 
Timmy.” 

“Maybe the river carried him away.” 

“Maybe,” the sheriff said. “I don’t know how much it rose with the rain and all, but those 
shallows down there caught most of the wagon wood and canvas. You’d think they’d catch a 
boy. Plus you were down river this morning, and you didn’t see him float by, did you?” 

“That don’t mean nothing. Rivers do what they want to when it rains. For all we know 
the boy is in the ocean by now.” 

“Not unless somebody carried him. This river joins up with the Lope Grande which flows 


into a lake down near Osakalouga.” 
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Hank turned an angry shade of red. “You know what I meant. Why don’t you give that 
smart mouth of yours a rest?” 

“Easy pardner, I’m just trying to give you an education.” Sheriff Hodges clapped a broad 
hand on Hank’s shoulder and squeezed. Hank shrugged it away. “Let’s take another look at these 
markings,” Hodges said, smirking. It was so easy to push that cowboy’s buttons. 

Hodges stood at the edge of the trail and looked at the mess where the wagons had met. 
Horseshoe prints were everywhere. The Sheriff scanned the periphery for anything to suggest 
Timmy hadn’t been in the wagon when it fell off the cliff. 

There. By the stranger’s wagon wheel tracks. Two rather large boot prints, made as if 
someone had jumped from the carriage. Hodges carefully walked to the prints, not wanting to 
stomp over more evidence. 

“What are you doing?” Hank asked, following. 

“Wait.” Hodges held his hand up. “Don’t walk over here. I’m looking for more prints. 
Foot prints. Human foot prints. See those?” He pointed at the boot prints. “Somebody got out of 
the murderer’s wagon.” 

“So?” Hank asked, impatient. 

“So.” Hodges kept on the trail, carefully separating the boot prints from the horse shoe 
markings. The boots did make a trail between the two wagons. “They might have kidnapped 
Timmy.” 

“Now why would anybody do that?” 

Sheriff Hodges squatted down, brushed away some mud, and came up with a crudely 
made slingshot. Hank immediately recognized it as Timmy’s toy. The brat carried it with him 


everywhere, constantly launching spitballs at anybody within firing range. 
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“You tell me, cowboy.” 

38 2K K K K 

Officer Lin Platt groaned. He groaned loud enough to shake his tonsils and cause his 
throat to quake. And when he couldn’t groan anymore he whimpered. But that wasn’t going to 
cut it, so he started screaming. 

After eating the red gunk, his stomach had kept expanding. Lying face down was like 
balancing on a cannonball. It felt like the flesh of his belly was tearing, and he couldn’t tell if he 
was covered with the remains of the mysterious red dust or if it was his own blood leaking out of 
him. 

He screamed and hoped those two hombres would at least be decent enough to come 
back and kill him. 

When the door opened he sobbed with relief, certain that no man alive could refuse such 
a simple request: “Kill me!” he begged the two strangers. “Oh dear God please, kill me!” 

The tall man stepped aside to let the dark, lanky one enter the room. He frowned at Lin 
and nudged him with a booted foot. Lin fell to his side. 

“Mister, I don’t know what you done to me, but you gotta finish it right now.” Lin’s eyes 
watered over. “I can’t stand the pain!” 

The mysterious stranger knelt down, grabbed Lin’s head with both hands and wiped the 
tears away with his thumbs. They came away stained red. “You idiot,” he hissed, looking deep 
into Lin’s eyes. “You are already dead.” With that he stormed from the room, the tall man 
trailing him like a long shadow. 

They left the door open, and Lin watched the setting sun, not noticing or caring that the 


hot ball in the sky was still powerful enough to burn his eyes to coals. After a while the sun 
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turned black in Lin’s mind and the horizon faded away. The black ball floating against a blood— 
red background took his mind off the pain, and that was good enough for him. He lay curled like 
that, slight vapors of steam rising from his open eyes as the sun burned his tears away. 

38 2K K K K 

Jack and Ace were beginning to understand why Mr. Satchet cursed so much. In the 
hours spent chasing Stankey, they had climbed countless bluffs, crossed more than a few creeks, 
and cut through acres of underbrush. And they were still a long way from catching the tenacious 
bloodhound. They followed mostly by sound now, as the dog’s baritone howl led them further 
into the forest. 

Jack burst free from some creeping vines, jumped over a fallen log, and found himself in 
a circular clearing. His brother also cleared the vines, but stepped on the rotting tree and it 
crumbled beneath him, snagging his foot and twisting the ankle. “Ouch! Damn it!” Ace hollered. 

Jack turned and said, “What? Damn it?” 

“My Damn foot! It’s caught in this sonofabitch log!” 

“Well, shit.” Jack came to his brother’s side. “Can’t you just pull the sonofabitch out?” 

“Shit no! It hurts like hell!” 

The brothers smiled at each other, their faces becoming mirror images with the exception 
of their incongruous pimples. Talking was a lot more fun this way. With some practice they 
could start hanging out with the real cowboys, even if the only ones left in Cactus Grove were 
the Lazy Jokers. They weren’t much for cattle work, but they sure could curse. 

“Let me see,” Jack said, sitting on the ground. Ace grumbled some as they worked his 
foot out of the decayed log. The ankle was twisted badly, but they decided it wasn’t broken 


because Ace could still move it some. 
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Stankey’s howls grew fainter as the boys tried to figure out what to do. 

“Let’s turn back,” Ace said. “We’re never going to catch him.” 

“Damned dumb dog.” Jack echoed Satchet’s earlier sentiment. “I hate to leave him out 
here alone. Something’s bound to get him.” 

“Whatever it is would have to catch him first. I never seen a dog move so fast. It’s getting 
dark. We’d better get back.” 

Jack looked down the trail where Stankey had gone. Even though he was a pain in the 
ass, he was still a dog. And all dogs were worth something. Hard to just leave one to die in the 
woods. 

Stankey’s faint barking suddenly rose to an excited howl that lasted a few seconds then 
ended with a high pitched yelp. 

“That didn’t sound good,” Jack said, standing. 

“Yeah. Go on and check it out. P’ I wait here,” Ace said, grimacing as he lifted his 
swollen ankle, resting it on the log. “And Jack? Don’t take all fucking night.” 

38 2K K K K 

Jack pushed through a thick tunnel of brush and found himself on the edge of a bluff 
overlooking a valley of tall grass. A river ran through the valley and on the other side of the river 
stood Fort Kent. He had never seen it before, but soldiers used to ride through Cactus Grove all 
the time when it was being built. He tried to remember the last time he’d actually seen a Fort 
Kent soldier, but it had been too many years. From his vantage point, he could make out all the 
buildings, but nothing moved, and there were no fires burning. Something about the abandoned 


military outpost gave Jack the creeps. 
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Jack turned around and thought about going back. Stankey wasn’t their dog anyway. And 
besides, if he was stupid enough to run ahead without letting people follow, he deserved what he 
got. Still, that terrified yelp echoed in Jack’s mind. He had to know what happened to the poor 
animal. 

Jack could see where Stankey had pushed through the tall grass, and he followed, calling 
the dog’s name as he jogged down the bluff into the valley and the shadow of Fort Kent. 

38 2K K K K 

Cowboy Hank and Sheriff Hodges ran into Tom on their way back to the meeting spot. 
Tom asked if they’d found the boy and was relieved when they’d said no. He then struck out in 
the opposite direction to “find that boy,” disregarding the Sheriff s observation that they weren’t 
going to find him anywhere in these wilds. Tom didn’t mention the two hundred dollar reward, 
but Hodges and Hank suspected something was going on. Showing enthusiasm for a job, any job, 
was out of character for the Lazy J cowboys. 

Further down the trail they came across Mr. Kvorkia riding with Preacher, who looked 
like a moping child forced to sit with an unloved grandparent. It didn’t take long for Kvorkia to 
repeat the details of his bounty to the two men who had shown more initiative, without the hint 
of extra pay, than his entire camp. He looked disappointed when Sheriff Hodges assured him he 
wouldn’t be able to give his money away that easily; explaining that Timmy was most certainly 
long gone from these woods. 

They rode together to the meeting place. Scratchy was already there, leaning against a 
tree, sleeping. The two hundred dollar reward weighed little on the mind of a man who couldn’t 


ask for more than to sleep all day on a Tuesday. Sheriff Hodges called his name, trying to wake 
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him up. When that didn’t work, he swung down from his horse and kicked the cowboy’s feet. 
Scratchy readjusted his legs, farted, and continued snoring. 

“Anybody give me a reason not to shoot this sorry excuse for a cowboy?” Hodges called 
over his shoulder. 

“Don’t waste a bullet,” Hank offered. “Take a bar of soap to him. Soap and water’! kill 
him sure.” 

Sheriff Hodges drew his pistol. “Probably right, but I ain’t got that kind of time.” He shot 
a round into the sky, startling Mr. Kvorkia, who would have fallen from his horse had not 
Preacher been there with a steady hand. Mr. Kvorkia took the hand, patted it, and smiled that 
sinister smile — moist canines glistening between blood-red lips — at Preacher, who immediately 
regretted the gesture. He could handle his boss’s funny way of talking and the money was nice, 
but Preacher thought Kvorkia’s face, with its one heavy, black eyebrow and pasty white skin, 
was something a corpse wouldn’t want to wear. Preacher would definitely be seeing it the next 
time he had a nightmare. 

Meanwhile, Scratchy smacked his lips and scratched his belly, leisurely coming out of his 
rest. 

“If I were an Indian, I’d have your scalp by now,” Hodges said. “If I weren’t a very 
particular Indian that is.” 

“Sheriff,” Scratchy said, “y’all find that brat yet?” 

“No, we haven’t.” 

Scratchy shrugged and leaned back. “Then you just wake me when it’s time to go home.” 

“Get off your ass afore I arrest you for impersonating cow-flop. Where is Satchet and the 


Goodeye boys? We’re getting out of here.” 


45 


“Satchet already left,” Scratchy replied. “He tol’ me the Goodeye boys were ‘with that 
damned dog.’ His words exactly. He said he was through with dogs, gonna buy him some cats.” 

“Cats...” Hodges turned away from Scratchy and said, “Alright, why don’t you get Tom 
and Phil and go on back to town. I'll collect Ace and Jack and meet you all at Charlie’s.” 

“T’ve got a mind to follow the other wagon,” Hank said, “before the trail gets cold.” 

Hodges shook his head. “Bad idea. The trail is already as cold as it’s going to get, plus 
the tracks are heading west. The only thing between here and the desert is that God-forsaken 
Fort Kent, and I doubt you can get supplies there if it winds up we need to cross the great sandy.” 
Sheriff Hodges could see his argument wasn’t persuading the cowboy, so he tried a different 
approach. “And I want to see how Charlie’s progressing with Sister Sue. Maybe she could tell us 
about the hombres that did this; how many, if they’re armed, see what we’re up against.” 

Hank nodded, his thoughts snapping back to the pretty blond head resting on a pillow at 
Charlie’s pharmacy. “I see your point. I’ll go back right now and check on Sue.” 

“T have a feeling,” Mr. Kvorkia piped in, “that we could catch the boy if we push on 
tonight. I have a feeling... He’s not far from here.” 

“Well sir,” Hodges said. “That’s mighty encouraging. And believe me, your help has 
been more than we could’ve hoped to ask for. But it’s getting dark, and the ridge is no place to 
travel at night. The best thing now is to get back to town, collect supplies and get a posse 
together so we can light out early in the morning.” 

“We can camp here,” Kvorkia said. “PI send my men back for supplies and they can 
catch up with us tomorrow. That way we won’t waste time covering the same ground.” 

Preacher and Scratchy exchange a glance. Getting sent to town for supplies? That could 


mean a visit to Maria’s house! 
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“That’s some plan. And I can’t stop you from using ‘your men’ as you see fit. But I have 
to collect those Goodeye boys and see them home before I get a reputation as a careless Sheriff.” 

“You could send one of my men.” 

“T could. But then the odds are I’d wind up accountable for three lost boys and one lost 
cowboy. Listen, I appreciate your help, I really do. But this is my problem now. You have a 
ranch to run.” 

“The ranch,” Mr. Kvorkia said, white teeth showing in the V of his grimace. “What is a 
ranch when a boy’s life is at stake? Three hundred dollars for every man who rides with me 
tonight. We follow the wagon.” 

Scratchy grunted, his version of a laugh. “And miss a good night’s sleep? I don’t need the 
money that bad.” 

Preacher cleared his throat. “I'll go get supplies,” he said. “You can wait for Phil and 
Tom, they’ ll probably ride with you.” 

“I was hoping to interest you,” Kvorkia said, gesturing towards Hank. “If it’s not enough, 
you can name your price. I need a man of your capabilities to help me find the boy.” 

“No, sir. I think the Sheriff is right this time. I should check in on Sue.” Hank turned his 
horse. “In fact, with your pardon, I’Il ride ahead... See if she’s awake yet.” He spurred his horse 
to town. 

“He’s got the right idea,” Hodges said. “I know you want to make a good impression, 
mister, but itll be dark soon. You’ll be no less a hero for helping if we find the boy tomorrow, or 
a week from now. Cactus Grove never forgets a good deed.” 


“Heroics...” Mr. Kvorkia coughed in his hand. “Is my motivation so transparent?” 
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“Listen,” Hodges said. “I can’t force you to go back. Well, actually as Sheriff I could, but 
that’s not the way I do things. Anyway, if I were to force you to go back, it would be because 
I’m sure if you tried crossing these ridges at night you would wind up getting lost or hurt or 
worse. Besides, in case you haven’t noticed, these men of yours... well, you can throw as much 
money at them as you like, but it won’t make them reliable. Or competent. Or attractive. No 
offense.” Hodges tipped his hat at Preacher and Scratchy. 

“None taken,” Preacher said. Although he wouldn’t have used those words exactly, 
Preacher was grateful for Hodges’ honest evaluation. The last thing he wanted to do was spend a 
night on the ridge with Mr. Kvorkia. 

“T’ve got to go find those boys.” Hodges started for the woods. “I hope to see you back at 
Charlie’s, but consider it fair warning that my priority is Timmy. If you all get lost or hurt 
messing around in these wilds, I might not be around to save you.” 

“Fair warning, indeed,” Mr. Kvorkia said as the Sheriff vanished in the shadows of the 
forest and fading sunlight. “Who will be around to save you, Dear Sheriff, when night falls and 
the horrors of hell are set loose upon this land?” 


Preacher didn’t like the sound of that either. 


CHAPTER 3 — RED SKY ALL NIGHT 


There was nothing unusual about beautiful sunsets in West Texas, but even an old 
cowboy like Hank had to pause and admire the deep red color of the horizon as he rode into 


Cactus Grove. Blood red, like God had cut the throat of a giant cow and let it spill over the land. 
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Gonna be some good BBQ in heaven tonight, Hank smiled at the thought, and then proceeded to 
Charlie’s pharmacy. 

Charlie sat on the front porch steps, gnawing a ginger root. Hank rode up and started 
asking questions as soon as he was within ear-shot. 

“How is she, Charlie? She awake yet? What about that wrist? She say anything?” 

Charlie looked past Hank to the bleeding horizon and frowned. 

“Charlie? I’m asking about Sue...” Hank dismounted and stepped in front of the Indian. 

“Sue? Oh, she’s still sleeping.” Charlie motioned for Hank to stand aside. 

“What are you looking at?” Hank asked, glancing over his shoulder. 

“The sunset.” 

“Pretty...” 

“Ba—ad medicine. Charlie don’t like it, not one bit.” 

“Indian superstition. It’s just the sun going down.” Hank stepped past Charlie. “I’m going 
in to see Sue.” 

Charlie’s brow wrinkled as he ground more of the bitter root between his teeth. Indian 
superstition like hell. Charlie had seen many omens in the changing skies of nightfall, much 
more than the nonsense he passed off to the white man as ancient Indian wisdom (J see by the 
setting sun it will be hot and dry tomorrow. Again. As it’s been for the past three months.) The 
lights at dusk had forewarned him of his father’s death, and guided him away from Florida 
before the plague wiped out his entire tribe. Indeed, Charlie had been moved to take up residence 
in Cactus Grove from a vision gleaned one evening as the sun bled into an Arizona desert. And 
now this sunset was giving him a different feeling — ominous, deadly. Something bad was 


coming and Charlie knew there would be no running away this time. 
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His thoughts were interrupted by a shapely pair of woman’s legs walking towards him. 
They stopped just inches from his nose, making an A shape, obscuring the sun through the thin 
fabric of a flowery skirt. With the help of backlighting, Charlie saw every inch of the legs as if 
they were bare; no underskirts here. “Maria,” he said as a greeting. 

“Charlie.” She replied. She had her hair pinned up with carefully arraigned strays spilling 
loose to frame her smooth, olive colored face. She carried a basket on her hip and the top buttons 
of her blouse were undone. Charlie sighed. More trouble. 

“I saw Hank ride up. He inside?” she asked. 

“He’s with the girl.” 

“Oh, good. I heard what happened, so I put together a basket for her. You know, fruits 
and stuff. For when she feels better.” 

“Nice of you.” 

“I like giving back. Ill just go in and drop it off.” As she strode by, Charlie felt the rustle 
of her cotton skirt on his cheek, detected a whiff of roses, and glimpsed a view that would make 
a younger man howl, but all he could think was how inopportune a time it was for Maria to start 
playing bedroom games. 

Charlie looked to the sky and wondered when exactly he’d become such an old man. 

3K 2K K K K 

Maria found Hank standing over the girl, hat in hand, brow wrinkled with concern. So 
stupid, she thought, to pine over any women when they were so cheap to have. Even more so in 
Hank’s case because the object of his affection was pale and bland. A useless girl suited only to 
becoming some rancher’s wife. A man could ask her to milk a cow, she’d smile and squat next to 


the filthy beast; ask her to make biscuits, she’d bring in the fire wood herself; ask her to shovel 
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shit, she’d gleefully grab a spade; but ask her to leave the lights on, or do it more than once in a 
night, and God have mercy on your sinning soul! 

“Hello, Hank,” Maria said as she entered the room. “How is she doing?” 

Hank jerked his head up, startled. “What are you doing here?” he asked, looking over her 
shoulder for Charlie. With Sue unconscious, the thought of being alone with Maria in a bedroom 
made him feel uneasy. 

“I came to see Sue. We’re all worried sick about her. Such a shame what happened to her 
family. I brought this basket.” Maria stepped to the bedside and lifted the cover to show Hank 
the goods: fruits, bread, and a bottle of wine. 

“Well.” Hank cleared his throat. “That’s... uh, that’s mighty neighborly of you.” 

“Times like these, we all have to pull together.” Maria took an apple and offered it to 
Hank. “Would you care for some fruit?” 

“No, thanks. I just came from Antelope Ridge. Your husband should be back shortly.” 

“Oh? Did you have any luck finding the child?” 

“Timmy? No, your husband seems to think he was kidnapped. Thinks Old Lady Compton 
was murdered, too.” 

“Oh, my! That’s terrible!” 

Hank nodded and tenderly moved a flaxen blonde strand of hair from Sue’s face. 

“Well.” Maria leaned over to set the basket down, her shirt falling open so anyone 
interested could get a peek. Hank never took his eyes off Sue. “Do you have any idea who did 
it?” 


“Not me,” Hank said. “That’s your husband’s job.” 
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“Listen, Hank.” Maria moved in close to the cowboy. “I know you don’t like my 
husband. And, yes, he can be arrogant at times.” 

“Maria —” 

“Hush now, I want to explain something to you. Just because you don’t see eye to eye 
with big, bad Sheriff Hodges is no reason for you to stay away from my house.” 

“Maria!” Hank stepped back and turned red. “I don’t think this is right to talk about in 
front of Sue!” 

Maria twisted her mouth into a playful sneer. It looked cute on her. “Hank, honey, she’s 
unconscious.” 

“She could wake up.” 

“Hank.” Maria moved closer, putting a delicate brown hand on his shoulder. “I don’t 
want to embarrass you, but I’m worried. I’ve seen every single man in town come through my 
doors at one point or the other, and many not-so—single men too. But I have yet to entertain you 
for an evening. Why is that?” 

“I... I...” Hank stammered, suddenly taking a great interest in the braided rug on the 
floor of Charlie’s bedroom. 

“What I’m mostly concerned with is that you may be going someplace else? Hm? Riding 
over to Shelly’s house in Spence?” Maria frowned at the name of her hated competitor. 

“No! I’m not going to Shelly’s!” Hank backed away, looking for escape. 

“Oh.” Maria looked at Sue, then at Hank, then back at Sue and slapped her leg, “Oh! Of 
course! Hunh, and here I thought she was the type to wait for marriage.” 

“Whoa, wait a minute! You’re getting the wrong idea. There’s nothing between me and 


Sue. 
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“Really? And you’re not going to Shelly’s?” Maria chewed on the end of her finger, 
confused. “So, don’t you ever get horny?” 

“I do NOT get horny!” Hank shouted right as Charlie walked in the room. 

“White men...” Charlie muttered as he moved to Sue’s side. 

“T was just explaining to Maria here... Well, we were just...” 

“Please, try not to make so much noise. She must sleep.” Charlie touched a hand to Sue’s 
forehead. “If you must declare you’re not aroused, do it quietly or go somewhere else.” Charlie 
studied Hank and added, “Although I can understand the mistake, you’re sweating enough to 
make a puddle.” 

Maria moved around the bed to stand next to Hank. “How is she doing, Charlie? When 
will she be up and walking again?” 

“She should sleep through the night.” Charlie gently felt Sue’s throat, then rested his 
hand in the center of her chest, feeling it rise. Hank squirmed, uncertain if he should leave the 
room or break Charlie’s arm. 

Maria rose up and whispered in Hank’s ear. “Maybe you should have gone into medicine, 
eh, Hank?” He turned a deeper shade of red. 

“You both need to leave,” Charlie said, throwing a look at Maria. “She must rest.” He 
ushered Hank and Maria from the room and into the store front where dried herbs hung from the 
roof and walls. Maria lifted a cheroot from a jar on the counter and carried it to the porch. 

Hank glared after her. “Sheriff Hodges, Maria’s husband, wanted to ask Sue some 
questions. Seems like something real bad happened out on the ridge, possibly murder, and he 


thought Sue might know something.” 
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“She won’t be able to talk to anybody tonight. Even if she wakes, she will be in no 
condition to talk,” Charlie said, once again distracted by the night sky. 

Maria lit the cheap cigar. “What will she do, with her parents dead and all?” 

“Right now she needs to think about getting healthy,” Hank said. 

“T’m just sayin’, it’s sure hard on a girl with no one to take care of her. Unless, of course, 
she can find work.” Maria blew a stream of smoke at Hank, who didn’t like where this 
conversation was headed. 

“Sue will be fine,” Hank said. 

“Oh, I’m sure she will.” Maria laughed, a hearty whore laugh full of cigar smoke, and 
turned to Charlie. “Charles, how much for the smoke?” 

Charlie dismissed her with a wave of the hand, eyes squinting at the horizon. 

“Well, thank you.” Maria hopped down from the porch and stood in the dusty street. 
“Any time you want to visit, you know we don’t have any policy against your kind, not at my 

With that she turned on her heel and sashayed down the street, putting on a show under 
her skirt. 

“T, uh... I guess I should explain.” Hank stood next to Charlie, head hung low. 

“Explain this,” Charlie said, pointing towards the mountains, “Why can I see those riders 
coming in from Antelope Ridge?” 

Hank followed his finger and exclaimed, “Why that’s Kvorkia and the boys, from the 
Lazy J. I don’t see Hodges with them.” 

“I know who, I asked why.” Charlie sounded irritated. 


“Well, we were all out there looking for the boy.” 
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“No. I mean there is no moon. When there is no moon, I can’t see past the light on 
Wilder’s shed. Tonight there is no moon and I can see all the way to the west road. Why?” 

“Huh.” Hank pondered as he craned his neck to the sky. “Maybe it just hasn’t come all 
the way up yet.” 

Charlie shook his head. This cowboy was slow. “The third day of September, there is no 
moon tonight.” 

“Then I guess the sun just won’t let go tonight. I reckon I'll ride over and greet the boys.” 
Hank stepped off the porch and swung a leg over Ridel. The horse snorted and twitched his ears 
when Hank landed on top of him. 

Charlie bit his lip and scanned the sky. 

3K 2K K K K 

Sheriff Hodges found Ace crying at the bottom of a ridge overlooking the valley leading 
to Fort Kent. The boy had apparently tried going after his brother on a sprained ankle, lost his 
footing, and fell down the steep side of the slope. Now the ankle was swollen to twice its normal 
size, and Ace sobbed from pain and concern over his missing brother. 

Sheriff Hodges demonstrated his crisis management skills by propping Ace’s boyish 
frame against a tree and telling him, “I hope you got the looks, ‘cause if you’re the brains then 
I’m sure Jack is dead by now. Stay right here until I get back.” 

Hodges was able to follow Jack’s trail even though the sun had disappeared over the 
horizon. He figured the moon was unusually bright, even though he didn’t see it when he looked 
at the sky. He was more concerned with finding the boy and getting home. Trampled grass 
showed a trail blazed to the river that separated the ridge from Fort Kent. Hodges pushed his hat 


back and called out for Jack as he moved forward. 


55 


About twenty yards from the bank he stopped to listen. He heard a quiet crying, barely 
audible over the running water. “Jack?” he called, but got no response. He proceeded cautiously, 
and when he came to the river’s edge he saw Stankey sitting in the mud, looking at the Fort, 
whimpering. 

“Stankey?” Hodges approached the dog. ““What’s the matter, boy?” 

Stankey looked at Sheriff Hodges then returned to his vigil watching the Fort. He loosed 
a weak, broken howl. This was the crying Hodges had heard. 

“Stupid dog.” Hodges roughed Stankey’s head with his hand. “What did you do with 
Jack? He over there?” Hodges looked across the river. Stankey barked. “Well, why don’t you go 
get him? Afraid of getting wet?” Stankey barked again, took one step forward then turned and 
ran further up the river bank, whimpering. 

“Jesus, you are a skittery dog, aren’t you?” Hodges put his hands to his hips and 
considered the situation. “Damn it, I sure don’t feel like going for a swim tonight.” The sheriff 
filled his lungs and hollered, “JACK! HEY, JACK! YOU OVER THERE?” 

No response. 

“Of course not,” Hodges muttered. He plopped down on the mud and pulled off his boots, 
stood up and dropped his pants, then undid the buttons on his shirt. “What are you lookin’ at?” 
he asked Stankey, who howled in response. He made a bundle from his boots, clothes, gun and 
holster, tied it all up with his belt, slung it over his shoulder, and splashed into the river. Stankey 
barked and pranced upon the bank. 

“Stupid dog,” Hodges said over his shoulder, “why don’t you go keep Ace company?” 
He was about one-third of the way across, the water up to his chest, when he saw something 


move on the other side of the river. It was a shadow on the ground, like a large bird circling 
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overhead. Hodges looked at the sky and for the first time registered the fact that there was no 
moon. No moon meant no shadow. And why was it so bright if there was no moon? 

Hodges tried to find the shadow again, but it was gone. His mind playing tricks on him? 
Pulling out all the childish fears of what lurks in the strangeness of night? It had been such a long 
time since Hodges had been afraid of anything, the quickness of breath and rapid heartbeat gave 
him an oddly exhilarating feeling of nostalgia. Just like when he used to get lost in the swamps 
of Nacogdoches as a child, thinking every downed log was an alligator and every vine a snake. 
He laughed at the memory, convincing himself that he’d grown into a man who could wrestle 
any alligator and make a belt of the most venomous water moccasin. “Show me what you got, 
Antelope Ridge,” Hodges said as he kicked up his feet and started swimming. 

Chilled and dripping on the other side of the river, Hodges looked back at Stankey, who 
paced the opposite bank, whining. “A real dog would’ve followed me.” Hodges talked as he 
unrolled his clothes and dressed. “A real dog ain’t afraid of a little water.” Hodges had one leg in 
his jeans when a shadow passed right in front of him. Startled, he dropped to the ground. 

Hodges slipped his gun from its holster and held it loosely, ready to aim as the darkness 
circled around him. He scanned the sky again for birds. Nothing. Hodges used his free hand to 
slowly push himself up. He temporarily clamped the gun in his armpit, stepped into the other leg 
of his jeans and buttoned the fly. The dark patch came to rest about twenty feet in front of him. 
The ground bubbled beneath it. 

Hodges was aware of Stankey’s pathetic howling across the river. Must be that sixth 
sense, he thought, what makes dogs afraid of things we can’t see. He aimed the gun and shot the 
ground where the pool of darkness lay. 


Nothing happened. 
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Hodges holstered the gun and breathed out. 

The shadow shimmied; took shape, grew taller. 

Hodges swallowed and took the gun back out of his holster. Abruptly the dark shape 
covered the distance between them, growing bigger as it moved. In the blink of an eye Hodges 
was engulfed in a cocoon of swirling shadows. 

From across the river, Stankey heard something no man or beast had heard in many, 
many years: the sound of Samuel Hodges screaming. 

38 2K K K K 

After the dark man proclaimed him dead, Officer Lin Platt had watched the sun fall while 
the clay in his stomach spread its weight through the rest of his body. His arms and legs felt like 
stones. His chest creaked like a rusty hinge every time he struggled for breath. And the air he 
gasped didn’t do much good anyway, it just sat in his lungs. Occasionally Lin would forget and 
go for minutes without exhaling. It didn’t seem to make much of a difference. 

Officer Lin Platt decided, since he was dead, he might as well make the best of it. No use 
laying around all tied up. He shrugged his shoulders, and the ropes binding his hands snapped 
like thin, dry twigs. He pushed himself to one knee and the ropes on his feet broke and fell away 
like weeds. He stood in the doorway and looked at a night sky the likes of which he had never 
seen before. No sun, no moon, yet everything was illuminated, as if the air itself glowed. Lin 
stood there for a long time, stone still and silent, not breathing. 

Eventually he shuffled his feet forward and moved into the compound. Many of the 
phantoms that haunted the Fort lounged around, fading in and out of the glowing air. There was 
the lady with her lower jaw and upper lip missing, white teeth poking out of grey gums. There 


was the dead baby, crawling in the dirt, dragging his right leg. A shaggy dog pranced by, 
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clutching a disconnected tail in its mouth. Lin moved past these visions; they didn’t scare him 
anymore, and he was looking for one ghost in particular. 

He wanted the Indian Warrior. 

Lin turned a corner and found the Savage trying to build a fire. Lin stopped and watched 
the redskin huff and puff dead breath on a fire that had lost its potency long ago. The fool. Lin 
had only been dead a matter of hours, and even he knew this fire would never burn anything. 

Lin moved silently, if clumsily, on dead feet. He crept up behind the Indian, raised a stiff 
arm and brought his fist down on the Indian’s head as hard as any zombie had ever hit a ghost. 
The Indian cried out, more surprised than hurt, and Lin grunted a laugh. Payback time. 

Lin grabbed the ghost’s long hair in one hand and slapped his face with the other. The 
ghost shrieked and jerked about, not accustomed to being man-handled, or zombie-handled as 
the case happened to be. He tried to fight back, but instead of raking flesh his fingers passed right 
through the white man’s face. However, when the white man grabbed his face and shoved, the 
dead Indian stumbled backwards, passing through walls, losing balance and landing on his 
phantom butt. 

Lin laughed; a sound like rocks in a meat grinder. He dragged the ghost into the street 
and began clubbing him with heavy fists. Standing between life and death, the standard rules did 
not apply to zombie Lin. He could torment the dead while maintaining the safety of a flesh body. 
Lin pummeled the Indian mercilessly, and, despite the fact that the ghost felt no pain, the shock 
and humiliation drove the Warrior to ghost tears. Lin responded with more laughter. 

The other ghosts gathered around and wailed their disapproval; howling, rattling, 
slamming doors, but Lin snarled and chased them away. After a year of being tortured by the 


phantoms he finally had the upper hand, and by God he intended to use it! 
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The Indian tried to fade away but Lin grabbed his neck before he could make it to the 
other side. Lin hauled him around the barracks, whooping and hooting like a triumphant fighter 
as the specters booed and hissed. 

As Lin turned a corner, he saw the two men who had tied him up and put him in the room 
with the evil red dust. It was certainly turning into a nice night for payback. Lin released the 
Indian, who immediately vanished, then lumbered towards the two living enemies, grunting in 
anger. 

The man with the intense, black eyes sneered and barked a few words in that shitty 
language of his. Lin’s body froze, locking him in the ridiculous position of his arms outstretched 
and legs scissored apart. He teetered off balance, his dead body no longer responding to his 
murderous impulses. 

The tall man stepped forward and pushed Lin Platt over, dust billowing up where the 
body hit the ground. He grabbed a leg and dragged the zombie to the barracks, where they had 
set up for their unholy ritual — bizarre symbols on the walls and floor, candles dripping wax on 
parchment, weapons scattered about the room, and now two boys sitting slack-jawed in the 
corner along with a full grown man who was tied and gagged. 

“You have caused us a troublesome setback,” the wizard said. “By eating the dried blood 
of Djehntymose you not only sealed your fate, but have cost us a whole night’s work.” The 
wizard motioned for his gangly henchman, who effortlessly lifted Lin’s two hundred pounds of 
flesh onto the wooden table. 

“T should finish you,” the wizard continued, “and cast your useless soul into the hell of 
ignorant meddlers. I know that is not much of a threat as I’m sure the release would be 


welcomed by whatever is left living in there, but I am thinking I can use you. I spent a great deal 
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of money on that red powder you carelessly ingested, and I hate for it to go to waste. Tomorrow 
we shall figure out a way for you to make restitution, yes?” 

The wizard turned and went about preparing his sacrificial alter. Lin’s unblinking zombie 
eyes followed every movement he made. The man had been right about one thing, the red dust 
was valuable. When he spoke the name, Djehntymose, a charge flowed through Lin, like a 
remembrance of life, and with it a feeling of inevitability. It was just a matter of time until the 
dark man made a mistake, and when that happened Lin would have the counsel of a very evil 
man’s blood to direct his vengeance. 

38 2K K K K 

Hank led Mr. Kvorkia and the Lazy J cowboys to Charlie’s Pharmacy where they waited 
for Sheriff Hodges to return. Having been introduced to Mr. Kvorkia, Charlie put an eye on the 
stranger and kept it there, watching him like a suspicious merchant would a larcenous boy. 
Kvorkia tried countering with old world charm, but when Charlie only grunted at his efforts to 
start a conversation, Kvorkia gave up and ignored the Indian’s scrutiny. He had more important 
things on his mind. 

Mr. and Mrs. Goodeye came around to find out why their sons weren’t back yet. Hank 
assured them it was just a matter of time, that Hodges was with them, and he wouldn’t let any 
harm come to the boys. Mr. Kvorkia kept his mouth shut during the scene but looked at the 
distraught mother with undisguised pity. 

Shortly after that, Scratchy gave a tremendous yawn and proclaimed he was going to get 
some sleep. He begged everyone’s pardon and went to the supply room, where Charlie had 


blankets piled on the floor. A few minutes later, Phil, who had been gazing out the window, saw 
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Scratchy swagger down the street, clicking his heels together as he jumped for joy. He was 
headed for Maria’s whorehouse. That sonofabitch had snuck out the back door! 

Phil practically fell over himself getting into that supply room, yawning aggressively and 
repeating over and over again how tired he was, as he fingered the money in his pocket. Tom 
figured something was going on and followed Phil, also bone-tired and in desperate need of 
“sleep.” 

Preacher sighed as he watched his comrades escape through the back room. He wanted to 
join them but found it impossible to break away from Mr. Kvorkia who, for some strange reason, 
had begun to rely on Preacher’s presence. The problem was that damned nickname — “Preacher.” 
The new boss really thought he was some kind of holy man and Preacher didn’t have the nerve to 
tell him otherwise. 

“I fear it will be a long night,” Kvorkia said to Preacher, who gazed forlornly at the 
backroom door. “No sleep for those of us concerned with the lives of our friends, eh?” 

Preacher’s shoulders slumped. 

“Perhaps you have some words, yes? Some scripture to comfort us now, while we wait 
for the good Sheriff to return?” Kvorkia asked. 

Hank, who was leaning back in his chair, rocking it on two legs, stopped and arched an 
eyebrow. Preacher? Reciting scripture? Not a religious man by nature, Hank figured it better safe 
than sorry and decided to leave before the blaspheming began. 

“PI go check on Sue,” he said, thumping the chair back onto all four legs and leaving the 
room. 


“Don’t wake her,” Charlie warned, never taking his eyes off Kvorkia. 
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Kvorkia watched Hank leave then said, “A shame to see a man leave a room to avoid 
listening to the word of God. Understandable, however, given the circumstances.” He turned to 
Charlie. “And you, sir? Do you take offence to hearing the proclamations of the Christian faith 
spoken in your house?” 

“No. They are just words to me. I have my own way,” Charlie said. 

“Indeed. Truth be told, we are very similar in that regard. I too have a set of beliefs that 
Christians would find pagan. Nevertheless, I find comfort in the wisdom and kindness of Jesus, 
just as I find strength in the hooves of Buffalo God and warmth in Sun God.” Kvorkia smiled 
and spread his hands. “You see, I am always in search of guidance from all the Gods and 
prophets that have been gracious enough to visit this planet.” 

“Some of the Gods that visit this planet, they are not gracious.” Charlie leaned forward. 
“And a man that seeks guidance from an ungracious God is worse than a fool.” 

Kvorkia laughed and rubbed his knees, looking down his long nose at the Indian. “You 
and I,” he said, “we are more alike than you think. See, we are both stoics, yes? Thoughtful men. 
For instance, we would look at a night like tonight and wonder why it is bright when there is no 
moon, yes?” 

Charlie leaned back and folded his arms. “What do you know about it?” 

“Know? Oh, very little. But I think about it. Yes. I think it is, as you say, ‘bad 
medicine.’” 

“It has been a long time,” Charlie said with a frown, “since I have had the pleasure of 


talking with a white man as fork-tongued as you. Tell me, have you beads to trade?” 
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“You misunderstand me.” Kvorkia shook his head. “If my tongue seems forked, it is only 
a result of my late acquaintance with this English language. And I suspect you occasionally have 
difficulty expressing yourself, yes? As this is not your native language?” 

“T do not have this difficulty because I speak simply,” Charlie countered, “and I speak to 
the point. What do you know about the brightness?” 

Kvorkia folded his hands, considering how much he should tell the Indian. As he was 
about to speak, a scream shook the building. 

“Sue!” Charlie jumped up and ran to the room where she rested. Kvorkia followed at his 
heels. 

They found Sue sitting ramrod straight, wide-eyed and trembling as she pointed out the 
window. Hank stood beside her, his calloused hands hovering over her shoulders, wanting to 
touch her, but afraid she might break if he did. 

“What happened?” Charlie asked. 

“T was just, I was talking to her, you know, just making conversation,” Hank stammered, 
“and then she sprang up and let out a holler!” 

Charlie put a hand to Sue’s forehead and peered into her eyes. They were staring intently 
out the window. Kvorkia went to the window and let out his breath with a low hissing sound. 
“What is it?” Hank asked, joining him, “What’s out there?” 

Old Lady Compton. She stood in the middle of the street, glowing in the florescent night 
air. She held the rip in her side. She frowned when she saw Hank at the window. 

“Oh shit,” Hank said. 


“Indeed,” Kvorkia agreed. 
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Mrs. Compton floated to the window, raising her arm and pointing at Hank. “You!” she 
shrieked. “You clumsy oaf! Look at what you’ve done!” She pulled back the flap of skin, guts 
spilling out like a ball of twisted snakes. “And don’t you even THINK about making time with 
my Sue,” she continued, coming closer so they could see the purple water-damage to her face. 
“She’s gonna get better than a damned cowboy!” 

Hank’s booted feet got tangled in the braided rag rug as he stepped away from the 
window. He stumbled into Charlie who flailed his arms before falling on top of Sue in the bed. 
An indignant Mrs. Compton set her fists on her hips and cursed. Kvorkia slammed the window 
shut, muffling Mrs. Compton’s tirade against dirty Indians and useless Cowboys. Kvorkia 
flattened his hand against the window glass and muttered words in a guttural, foreign language. 
When he finished, Mrs. Compton was gone, leaving behind an eerie silence. 

Kvorkia took a timepiece from his pocket, opened it, and frowned. “Gentlemen, I fear we 
may have more unexpected guests soon. The midnight hour is fast approaching.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” Hank pushed himself up. “That was Old Lady 
Compton! She’s dead!” 

“Please,” Charlie said as he disentangled himself from Sue, “let us not talk about it here. 
Let us go back to the store.” 

“T’m afraid it won’t make much of a difference.” Kvorkia continued, staring out the 
window. “If I’m right, in a matter of minutes there will be no safe place for us who have warm 
blood in our veins.” 

Suddenly the room was thrown into darkness as the night air lost its unnatural light. An 


oil lamp on the bedside table burned, but it took a while for their eyes to adjust to the dark. 
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Kvorkia opened the window and took a deep breath. “It appears as if we have been given 
a stay! Nothing more to fear tonight.” 

Preacher appeared at the doorway, wide-eyed. “Wh—what’s going on?” he asked. “What 
don’t we have to fear nothing more tonight?” 

“Ah, Preacher.” Kvorkia glided across the room and draped an arm around Preacher’s 
shoulders. “Perhaps now would be a good time for that prayer.” 

“Oh, no you don’t!” Hank said. “Ain’t nobody prayin’ anything until I know what’s 
going on!” Hank pointed at Preacher. “I wouldn’t be surprised if that dumb cowboy been praying 
wrong or something to cause all this in the first place. And you,” he turned the finger to Kvorkia, 
“you seem to know a lot about this. So far you’ve been decent enough, but I'll tell you, I ain’t 
never seen a dead person walking around here until you showed up.” 

“Of course,” Kvorkia said. “Let me assure you, my friend, I am not your enemy, nor is 
Preacher here capable of causing the abomination you’ve seen tonight, not by accident or design. 
There is a man, yes, a very ruthless and evil man working his foul magic in your charming 
valley. His name is Stuelkin, and I have been chasing him for many, many years...” 

38 2K K K 2k 

The frown on Stuelkin’s lips broke just wide enough for him to spit a curse at the zombie 
formerly known as Lin Platt. He watched from the doorway as the magic he’d been working ran 
out of potency at midnight, causing the pale sky to revert to darkness. Without the blood of 
Djehntymose there was no point in continuing. The hour had passed. He would have to try again 
later. But what could he use to substitute for the dried blood of Djehntymose? Indeed, the fool 


who ate the dust had died, but to Stuelkin that hardly seemed punishment enough. 
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Stuelkin turned away from the open door and looked at the corpse propped in the corner. 
Lin Platt’s body had already taken on the characteristics of a zombie; his skin white as flour, 
only a few patches of hair on the scalp, and his muscles had the fibrous texture and utility of rope 
stretched over bone. But his eyes were different from the walking dead Stuelkin had observed 
during his apprenticeship in the black arts. Zombie eyes were normally listless and pale, but the 
fool’s eyes were sharp and focused, red-rimmed with the pupils growing even darker after death. 
From a distance, Stuelkin couldn’t tell where the black pupils ended and the dark brown irises 
began. 

These unnatural eyes burned like coal in an otherwise colorless face. As Stuelkin moved 
about the room, he was fascinated by the way the zombie’s eyes followed him. He could almost 
feel the hate in their gaze, a passion for death hung in the air wherever the eyes fell. 

“Oleg!” Stuelkin called for his servant who was waiting outside “Bring me a knife!” 

Oleg ducked to avoid hitting his head on the door frame as he stepped into the room. He 
went to the table where the sacrificial knives were laid out and stopped, uncertain as to which 
one he should choose. Stuelkin sensed his confusion and barked, “Any knife! I just need to cut 
flesh.” 

In three steps Oleg crossed the room and placed a small dagger in his master’s hand. 
Stuelkin drew the blade across Lin Platt’s throat making a deep cut. Thick blood oozed around 
the wound, but nothing spilled out. Stuelkin handed the dagger to Oleg, grabbed the zombie’s 
chin, and pushed it back, ripping the neck wide open so he could peer inside the dead man’s 


throat. 
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No blood flowed. That was to be expected, but something was moving in there. Stuelkin 
brought his face closer to get a better look and was momentarily blinded as a puff of fine red dust 
blew from the open cut. Stuelkin backed away, sneezing and brushing off his face. 

In the seconds it took for Stuelkin to regain his composure, the zombie had healed itself. 
The flesh of its neck was smooth and complete, not even a scar where the wound had been. 
Stuelkin noticed that the corners of the zombie’s mouth were slightly upturned. 

Stuelkin smiled as well, the joy of the moment infectious. “Djehntymose, you are in 
there, yes? You are trapped now in my zombie? Ah, maybe things aren’t as bad as I thought! I 
must think of how to make use of this.” Stuelkin clasped his hands behind his back and hurried 
from the room, his gaunt servant following close behind. 

Light from a hanging oil lantern hanging reflected in the zombie’s eyes — black marbles 
with fiery red centers. 

3K 2K K K K 

Preacher wasn’t used to staying up late. Like most cowboys, his day ended when the sun 
went down (even though, unlike most cowboys, it certainly didn’t start when the sun came up). 
The uncanny luminance had kept him alert through the pre-meridian hours of night, but when the 
lights went out at midnight, with only the flicker of oil lamps to keep the shadows away, 
Preacher found himself growing tired. 

It wasn’t that Kvorkia’s story was boring — full of evil wizards and walking dead and 
such, but the way the man talked in that low hissing voice, well, it had the same effect on 
Preacher as warm milk. He yawned. Repeatedly. 

Hank walloped Preacher’s arm, jerking him awake. “Dammit! What’s the matter with 


you? This man is talking serious business!” 
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“I’m sure sorry Hank,” Preacher rubbed his bicep, yawning again. “I’m dog tired. But 
that don’t give you the right to go hitting me.” 

“PI make coffee,” Charlie offered, getting up and walking behind the counter. 

Preacher stretched. “If it’s all the same, I think I’ll go back there and lie down a bit.” 

“I can’t believe it,” Hank said, scowling. “This man is talking about the end of the world 
and you’re sneaking off to Maria’s to get your ashes hauled!” 

“No, I’m not!” Preacher protested. “I’m really tired.” 

“Go on.” Kvorkia waved him away. “Go to your whores. Not even a man of God can 
resist the temptation of flesh knowing he may never get the chance again.” 

“But I told you, I ain’t going to Maria’s, I’m going to sleep!” 

“Go, go.” Kvorkia sighed. “With my blessings. Were I younger I’d be there too.” He 
turned to Hank. “You, too, my friend, if you want to go. We cannot ride until daybreak anyway.” 

“No sir.” Hank sat back and folded his arms. “If what you’re saying is true, I ain’t leaving 
Sue tonight just in case that Stuelkin dude has anymore tricks up his sleeve.” 

Charlie lit a fire in his pot-bellied stove and placed a pot of water on the plate to warm. 
“Tell me more about this ‘evil power.’ How did it come to be here, in Antelope Ridge?” Charlie 
asked, while grinding beans in a white ceramic mortar. 

“The power has been here, long before this place was called Antelope Ridge, indeed long 
before your own ancestors crossed the ice bridge and saw their first buffalo.” 

Preacher couldn’t stand to hear another word. He staggered to the back room where 
Charlie kept his supplies and collapsed on a pile of Indian rugs, thinking about the strange old 
man and his prophecies of doom. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe Kvorkia, but an army of dead 


folks, digging up an ancient evil, the end of the world? It just wasn’t possible. 
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However, Hank had seen Old Lady Compton return from the grave, and Hank wasn’t 
prone to flights of fancy. If Hank believed the story, it must be somewhat true. What was it 
Kvorkia said about the temptations of flesh? Never get a chance again? 

Preacher groaned, got up, and staggered to the door thinking that ‘never’ was an awful 


long time. 


CHAPTER 4 — KVORKIA JOINS THE HUNT 


Hank had hoped to leave at the crack of dawn, maybe sooner, but as always with the 
Lazy J boys, things got delayed. None of them had slept much during the night, and they weren’t 
happy about Hank rousting them from Maria’s before sunrise. It took far too long just getting 
them dressed and out of the house. And Maria wasn’t helpful. Even with Hank taking every 
opportunity to remind her that her very own husband hadn’t made it back last night and was 
probably in trouble, she still managed to be standing in every doorway Hank tried to walk 
through, forcing him to maneuver carefully lest he accidentally brush against her scantily clothed 
body. 

Then, after Hank had escaped Maria’s, Mr. and Mrs. Goodeye cornered him. They held 
him personally responsible for their missing sons and weren’t at all pleased to hear that Sheriff 
Hodges hadn’t made it back. They were full of accusations that Hank had left Hodges and the 
boys to die. No matter that Sheriff Hodges was always the first to remind anybody with ears that 
Cactus Grove and the people who lived there were his responsibility, and that he had practically 


ordered Hank to leave the ridge; three people were missing and it was all Hank’s fault. 
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Hank was patient to a point, aware that these otherwise good folks were rightfully upset, 
but when Mr. Goodeye pushed an accusing finger into his muscular chest, Hank lost control and 
laid Mr. Goodeye out with a solid fist to the jaw. Mrs. Goodeye started with the waterworks, and 
Hank couldn’t apologize enough to stop the tears. He wound up swearing on a stack of Bibles 
that he would get their twins back safe and sound or die trying. 

When Hank finally made it to Charlie’s, he found the Lazy Jokers dragging their feet and 
confounding old Kvorkia, who obviously had no experience raising children. Tom and Phil 
complained about the supplies, trying to convince Kvorkia that they didn’t have enough for a 
long trip and would need to spend at least another day getting ready. Scratchy was gravely 
concerned that the horses’ shoes needed to be changed before they rode out, and everybody 
knows the blacksmith doesn’t open until noon. Hank cursed them all for rounders, practically 
threw them on their horses, and drove them out like cattle. 

It was almost ten in the morning when they left Cactus Grove and the heat was past 
uncomfortable, well on the way to brutal. Twenty minutes under the sun and Mr. Kvorkia was 
drenched in sweat, swaying on his horse. Tom and Phil rode behind, speculating on how much 
longer before the foreigner had another heat stroke. 

Hank slowed his horse and let Mr. Kvorkia catch up. “You gonna make it?” Hank asked. 

Mr. Kvorkia swallowed hard. “I have no choice.” 

“You don’t look so good.” Hank squinted in the sun. “I hate to say it, but maybe you 
should rest for a while. Get under a shade tree. I know these so-called cowboys are just looking 
for an excuse to drag their heels some more, but I’m afraid if you keep sweating like this there 


won’t be any of you left by the time we get there.” 
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“In my homeland I commanded a small but brave army. We fought in the snow-covered 
mountains in cold winds that would cut a man down like a sword. Many of my men lost fingers 
and toes to the cold. But they followed me because I was their commander and endured the 
weather with them. Now I lead another group of men, not an army, certainly less than brave, yet 
they can endure this...” Kvorkia turned his face to the sun. “This brutality while I appear weak 
as a faint-hearted school girl. I have not made a good impression on these Texans. A time may 
come where they will need to obey me, maybe even fear me, and I cannot afford to look weak in 
their eyes.” 

Kvorkia reached for his canteen, had trouble finding it in the saddlebags, and threatened 
to topple over. Hank steadied him with a strong hand on his shoulder. He retrieved the canteen 
and opened it for Kvorkia. 

“You must be pretty far away from home, mister,” Hank said. “People lose toes because 
of the cold? Sometimes it gets cold enough here where we can see our breath...” 

“Thank you, my friend.” Kvorkia finished with the canteen and put it back. “It galls me 
to be taken for a fool because I wasn’t raised in this inhuman climate. I only hope to one day 
have these Texans experience the cold of which I speak. Ha! Lizards in the snow.” Kvorkia 
remembered who he was talking to. “Present company excluded, of course.” 

“Of course,” Hank allowed, “but you might be disappointed. I know both Scratchy and 
Preach spent a few winters in Kansas. These are sorry cowboys, but one thing we all have is the 
ability to adapt.” 

“Ah, a few winters in Kansas.” Kvorkia chuckled, a sound like a snake crawling over 
gravel. “That is certainly a test of adaptability. Tell me, these Kansas winters, does it get cold 


enough to freeze the spit in your mouth? Do you wake up thinking you are blind because the 
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night air has frozen your eyelids shut? Have you ever heard of a Kansan urinating on himself just 
to keep warm, only to lose his member when the frozen urine had to be chopped away? Ha? 
None of you would last one night in my home land.” 

Hank glanced at the dark stranger. Judging by the fire in his eyes and anger spitting from 
his lips, Kvorkia was no longer on the verge of collapse. Hank had an uneasy feeling he was 
seeing the man’s true nature, and once again wondered if the new boss of the Lazy J Ranch was 
as kind and gentle as he seemed. 

3K 2K K K K 

Samuel Hodges had been in his share of rough spots. The Mexican jail came to mind, 
mostly because of the time he’d spent cowering in the corner while his cellmate, an enormous 
Apache Indian, kept one eye open and focused all night long, just waiting for the gringo to doze 
off so he could collect another scalp. Last night had been similar inasmuch as Sheriff Hodges 
had got no sleep and was afraid for his life, but very different in that the ominous cellmate was a 
dead guy with both eyes open, unnaturally wide, never blinking, and focused on him. If looks 
could kill, the dead man’s gaze would have disintegrated Hodges and left a path of destruction 
all the way to California. 

By morning, Sheriff Hodges’ fear had been edged out by anger, and he was giving back 
as good as he got, glaring at the zombie, trying hard not to blink. A kind of contest. 
Unfortunately Sam could never win, as the zombie’s eyes had long since lost the need for or 
capacity to be moistened. Nevertheless, after a good blink, Sam started all over again with a 
hateful gaze. It gave him something to do as he couldn’t talk through the handkerchief gag and 


his limbs were double bound. And the two boys, Timmy and Jack, were under some sort of 
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trance, oblivious to Hodges’ frantic gesturing. So he glared at the zombie and let his heart grow 
black with thoughts of revenge. 

The wizard returned around mid-morning. As soon as he entered the room the zombie 
turned its head with a painful cracking sound and set those monstrous eyes on the wizard. 
Hodges did the same, his neck also cracking in protest, and set about scowling at the stranger. 

The wizard laughed. “I see you have made friends. Good. I can tell we will all be the 
best of friends.” He continued chortling as he went about clearing weapons from the wooden 
dining table. His servant, Oleg, entered carrying a leather bound bundle. He set the package on 
the table and opened it, taking out oddly shaped boxes, cloth pouches, fragrant candles, and 
books with intricately crafted covers. The wizard eagerly arraigned the items on the table, his 
blood red lips twisting into a smile. 

“T thought about you last night, Djehntymose,” the wizard said as he set a brass pot over a 
burning candle. “You blind and choke me with a foul spray then you heal the throat of the fool 
containing your blood. I think you are doing quite well for yourself inside the fool’s body, yes? I 
think maybe you can afford to spare some of that foul spray.” 

The wizard motioned for Oleg. The cadaverous valet moved forward, grabbed the zombie 
and dragged him to the table. It was difficult. The body was stiff as a board, a dead weight, but 
eventually Oleg lifted it onto the table and flattened the legs. 

The wizard took an ax and chopped the right leg off at the knee, shattering the cap bone 
into moist shrapnel, some of which hit Hodges and the boys, gore splattering their faces. 

Hodges shook his head furiously to remove the chunks of knee from his face, then 
watched as the dead flesh around the zombie’s mutilated leg twisted and stretched, eventually 


coming together to seal the wound. A wisp of red smoke rose from the stump. 
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“Very good,” the wizard exclaimed, “Just as I thought. You will protect the body. Maybe 
even regenerate it? Yes? Maybe grow another leg?” He touched the stump, caressed it, teasing 
the knobby flesh with his thumb. “Warm. Alive. Not like the rest of the body. Good.” 

The wizard took the lower part of the leg and jammed it into the heated brass pot, the foot 
poking out like meat in a cannibal’s stew. The stench of burning flesh filled the room. “Now we 
shall see what kind of power is left in your diluted blood. After I turn this leg into dust, I will 
know if you are any use to me at all. How fantastic it would be to have an eternal supply of 
Djehntymose blood! I only hope you do not disappoint me.” 

He motioned for Oleg to continue melting the leg then turned his attention to Sheriff 
Hodges and the boys. 

“And as for you, my friend, I’m afraid I may need to keep you a while longer. I had 
hoped to have sacrificed you and the children by now... alas it was not to be. However, there 
will be another opportunity. I will find a use for your blood yet. Unfortunately that means I must 
keep you alive. Which means I must feed you.” 

Hodges looked at Timmy and noticed for the first time how sallow and thin he had 
become. 

“Indeed, why waste nourishment on a body you intend to destroy?” the wizard explained, 
pinching Timmy’s cheeks for emphasis. “But since my plans have been postponed, I will have 
Oleg provide you with food and drink.” 

He called for his servant who was stirring the leg in the brass pot. When Oleg looked 
away, the leg burst into flames, catching his hand and forearm on fire. Oleg showed no sign of 
alarm; he simply tried smothering the fire with his other hand. But instead of putting it out, the 


patting spread the flames to whatever they touched. Fire engulfed the man’s other hand then 
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spread to his coat as he tried slapping his hands against his chest. In seconds he was covered 
from head to toe with patches of flames that crawled towards each other, turning him into a 
human torch. 

Oleg turned to the wizard with a confused look on his smoldering face. 

“Oleg! Go outside!” the dark man commanded. 

The servant obeyed, ducking as he went through the door. A lick of fire from his head 
jumped to the top of the door frame and spread across the wood. The wizard shook his head and 
raised his hand to the flame. A gust of wind blew up from the middle of the room and swirled 
around the door sucking the flame into its vortex. Another wave of his hand and the small 
whirlwind passed through the door. Hodges looked out the window and saw the flaming tornado 
moving towards the river. 

The wizard muttered to himself and grabbed the flaming leg in the brass pot. The fire 
died under his hand. He smiled at the zombie. 

“Ah Djehntymose,” he said. “You’ve always had a playful side. I suppose I shouldn’t 
blame you for trying, but I would warn you: As soon as I deem you useless, I will once again 
banish you from this earth. And if you persist in irritating me, I may be forced to redefine my 
definition of useful to expedite your departure.” 

The zombie’s eyes flared red and the smirk on its lips became more pronounced, making 
the face even more ghastly-looking. 

The wizard clucked his tongue and turned to leave, pausing for a moment in the doorway. 

“Your food may be delayed,” he informed Hodges on his way out. 


But Sheriff Hodges wasn’t thinking about food. 


Kokk k k 
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The sun was directly overhead by the time the Lazy J crew reached the ridge. Mr. 
Kvorkia panted like a dog, his tongue visible between his chapped lips, but he had made it 
without stopping or falling off his horse. Hank helped him dismount and they joined the other 
cowboys, who watered their horses and filled their canteens from the river. 

Hank passed his canteen to Kvorkia. “Well, you made it. Didn’t pass out at all.” 

“Yes,” Kvorkia said between gulps. “Thank you. It’s not so bad once you get used to it.” 

“Yup,” Hank agreed, taking off his hat long enough to wipe his brow. “It’s a dry heat.” 

Kvorkia arched an eyebrow at Hank then squatted to splash river water on his face, as the 
other cowboys were doing. 

After they had refreshed themselves, Kvorkia called them together and explained the 
situation. “Last night I witnessed an aberration I haven’t seen in many years: walking dead.” 

Tom snickered but was silenced by a hard look from Hank. 

“Indeed, I expect you to doubt me, except you Hank, because you saw it yourself—” 

“I did.” 

“and perhaps you, Preacher, because you are a spiritual man.” 

Preacher looked at his boots. 

“But the rest of you are certainly wondering what nonsense your new boss is up to. 
Perhaps you are humoring me, as I am generous with my money. Maybe you hope to acquire a 
large bankroll from this crazy man before he dies from the heat, yes?” 

Tom bobbed his head. He hadn’t thought it out like that, but it made sense. 

“Or maybe you are truly shiftless and lazy and don’t care to think beyond where your 
next meal is coming from.” 


Phil remembered he hadn’t eaten since breakfast and held his stomach. 
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“Whatever the case, you are here with me now, and I must tell you the truth before we go 
any further.” 

Scratchy started snoring softly beneath the cottonwood tree where he’d settled. 

“T never intended to be a rancher. I came to this valley following the trail of a man whose 
boundless lust for power has led him down the Godless path of black magic and wizardry. He 
has made it his life’s work to collect the world’s inventory of evil relics and has come here 
looking for Hassin’s Staff.” 

Scratchy rolled to his side. Tom slapped at a bug. They were not impressed. 

“Ah, you men do not understand the power of Hassin’s staff. More than once has it 
destroyed civilizations, countless lives have been crushed under its knobby head! It can cast 
continents into the ocean and turn off the sun like blowing out a candle! If Stuelkin gets his 
hands on it, he will enslave the entire world!” 

Phil’s stomach growled. He patted his pockets looking for jerky. 

“Fools...” Kvorkia shook his head. “So you are in it for the money? You are humoring 
this old man for a paycheck?” 

“Aw, Captain, it ain’t like that,” Tom started, but Kvorkia silenced him with a wave of 
his hand. 

“No. That is fine. Perhaps it is for the best. If you were aware of what we are up against, 
you would most certainly be too frightened to continue. My only hope is that you stand up and 
act like men when the time comes that it is needed. To that end I say this: Any man who is still 
alive and standing with me at the end of this battle, God willing we should be victorious,” 
Kvorkia crossed himself, “any man that is with me at the end will be given enough riches to 


humble the wealthiest king.” 
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“Wait a minute,” Tom interrupted. “What do we have to do to get riches?” 

“Stand with me in the face of unspeakable evil.” 

“Oh.” Tom scratched his head. “What about finding that boy? Timmy? We still get two 
hundred dollars if we find that boy?” 

“Yes.” Kvorkia sighed and slumped back against his horse. “Yes. Two hundred for the 
boy. God help us.” 

38 2K K K K 

Oleg’s face hadn’t been improved by Djehntymose’s clinging fire. His hair was gone, 
shiny patches of skull and cheek bones were visible where the skin had burned off, one eye was 
missing, the other obscured by swollen flesh. Half his lower lip had burned away, exposing the 
teeth in a bizarre grin, and the whole texture of his skull had changed from skin to lava rock. He 
hadn’t changed his clothes and stank of burnt hair. Hodges figured him for another zombie. No 
way could a living man sustain that much damage. This guy didn’t even seem to be in pain. 

Oleg brought stale bread and a canteen of water for Hodges and the two boys. He bent 
down to set the food in front of Timmy, who didn’t move. Oleg grunted as he stood up and left 
the room. He came back with his impatient master, whose dark eyes flashed with annoyance. 

“have to do everything,” the wizard mumbled as he approached the boys. Hodges 
watched carefully as the evil magician mumbled some guttural words, waving his hand over the 
heads of Timmy and Jack. Suddenly he stepped back and slapped the boys hard across the face. 
Timmy burst into tears, and Jack fell forward, unable to stand on legs that had gone numb. 

“There. Now they can eat,” the wizard said to his servant, handing him a small bottle 
from his pocket. “When they’ve finished, this will make them sleep. Not too much.” On his way 


out he looked at Hodges whose eyes betrayed hope at having the boys conscious again. “If you 
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cannot handle the man by yourself, don’t bother, let him starve. I do not want to be disturbed 
again.” And he left. 

Oleg manhandled Jack into a sitting position, pressing the boy against the wall with a 
long arm. It was understood that he should sit there and not move. When he turned his attention 
to Timmy, the boy’s gaze locked on the burned flesh of Oleg’s hideously scarred face and he 
cried louder. The tall man wrapped a gigantic hand around the boy’s mouth, covering well over 
half the face, and shook his head, “no.” Timmy sobbed silently. 

Oleg motioned for the boys to eat. Despite his fear, Timmy attacked the bread with gusto, 
wiping tears and snot away only when they came close to his mouth. Jack was also plenty 
hungry, but he was equally scared. He carefully inspected the food before eating, and even then 
kept an eye on the tall stranger. 

Hodges squirmed and groaned, trying to get Jack’s attention, but when the boy turned his 
head, Oleg slapped his face and pointed at the food. Realizing this might be their only chance, 
Hodges twisted and thrust his shoulders, pushed himself away from the wall, and rolled to the 
middle of the floor. 

Oleg set the bread on the table next to the zombie, then lifted Hodges and carried him to 
the corner. He took some time positioning the Sheriff against the wall, arranging him so the 
lawman couldn’t see the boys. 

While Oleg struggled with Sheriff Hodges, the zombie turned his attention to the copper 
pot where his leg had been incinerated. A trace of Djehntymose’s blood lined the pot and under 
the zombie’s watchful eyes it started to burn. The copper pot turned red hot and smoke rose from 
the wood burning beneath its base. The bread sitting next to the pot toasted, turned from pasty 


beige to a dark, burnt brown. 
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Oleg smelled the smoke and dropped Hodges onto the hard plank floor in his haste to find 
the fire. He saw the flames spitting around the edge of the pot and started for the door, but 
remembered what his master had said about not being disturbed. The tall man grimaced in 
frustration. He didn’t want to be burned again, and he didn’t trust touching the pot with his 
hands. Moving fast, he grabbed a sword, pushed the blade into the mouth of the pot and flipped it 
from the table to the door. He continued flipping the pot until it was outside. There he used the 
sword to pick it up by the rim and dunk it in a rain barrel, releasing a heavy cloud of steam. 

While Oleg was occupied, Jack ran to Sheriff Hodges and tugged on the ropes binding his 
arms. Hodges knew the boy didn’t stand a chance against the knots and frantically motioned for 
him to get a knife. By the time Jack crossed the room, aware that the zombie was watching every 
move, Oleg had already extinguished the pot and was approaching the door. Jack grabbed a knife 
and slid back to his spot against the wall, hiding the knife behind him. He made a fist, warning 
Timmy not to squeal. 

Oleg looked pleased with himself. He had avoided disaster without disturbing the master, 
and to celebrate he gloated over the zombie, smiling down at the dead body. The effect would 
have been more meaningful had not Oleg’s face been ravaged by fire, but the zombie still 
managed to grin right back, two monsters smirking at each other, a scene that would forever 
haunt Jack’s memory. 

Oleg took the bread from the table and gave it to the boys. Jack was too nervous to be 
hungry so he continued gnawing on the old crust, but Timmy ripped into the new loaf with a 
vengeance. As Timmy gorged himself, Jack noticed the edge of the bread was burnt black. On 


closer inspection, he saw fiery red veins squirming like worms inside the blackened crust. 
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Jack was about to say something when Timmy turned the loaf over and bit right into the 
burnt side. Timmy chewed with his mouth open and Jack watched the red worms crawl around 
the boy’s teeth and gums before disappearing down his throat. After swallowing the mess, 
Timmy looked confused and held his stomach. He burped something fierce, and Oleg offered 
him a canteen. 

Timmy drank deep, gulping mouthful after mouthful, water spilling down his chin. When 
Timmy finished, Oleg handed the canteen to Jack, who wiped the nozzle before drinking. As he 
wiped, he noticed a faint glow coming from inside the canteen. He looked closer and saw a 
skinny red fire worm swimming in the blackness, put there by Timmy’s backwash. Jack only 
pretended to take a drink, making sure the red worm was still there when he gave the canteen 
back to Oleg. 

Oleg capped the canteen and took out the emerald green bottle of sleeping potion. He 
held Timmy’s head back and splashed a little in his mouth. Timmy burped again, wet his pants, 
and passed out. While the tall man checked to make sure Timmy wasn’t dead, Jack reached 
behind his back and gripped the knife. 

Oleg turned to Jack and was about to grab his head when Jack whipped the knife around, 
slicing the man’s face. The blade cut through his cheek and came out the other side of his mouth 
tearing away the upper lip to match the already missing lower lip. Blood spewed from the 
wound, filling Oleg’s mouth before flowing over and running down his chin. Jack was 
momentary stunned by the sight of so much blood, but it didn’t faze Oleg. He grabbed Jack’s 
arm, plucked the knife from his hand and stuck the blade violently into the wooden wall inches 
from Jack’s face, then forced his head back, opened the jaws, and splashed a liberal amount of 


the sleeping potion into the boy’s mouth. 
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It took only a moment for Jack to fall asleep. 

Oleg didn’t check to see if the second boy lived, he was too upset about the new wound. 
He tenderly touched his face where his lips had been. Stuelkin had denied him the sensation of 
pain a long time ago, but it was humiliating to return to the master in this condition. He noticed 
the zombie looking at him, laughter in his eyes. Oleg grunted and stormed from the room. 

Hodges couldn’t see anything as his head was stuck in the corner, but he heard the door 
slam. He figured he wasn’t getting any food tonight, but that was okay because the hunger kept 
him angry. He squirmed and groaned, hoping Jack was still conscious, but gave up on that idea 
when he heard snoring. 

Hodges concentrated on turning his body around so he could at least see the room. Plus 
he wanted to lock eyes with that damned zombie again, show him who was boss. It was hard, 
painful work but the lawman eventually inched his body up against the wall, then pushed away 
and rolled over a few times until he was once again facing the room. But the zombie was no 
longer interested in him. Now it was concentrating on Timmy, who slept fitfully, twitching and 
moaning, eyes clamped shut. 

38 2K K K K 

Coordinating the search for Sheriff Hodges and the missing boys proved to be difficult, 
as was most every administrative task put to the Lazy J boys. Hank suggested a few stay on the 
main trail to Fort Kent, leading the horses, while the rest fanned out into the woods. Nobody 
wanted to stay on the main trail with Mr. Kvorkia, so they decided that wasn’t fair because 
whoever was on the trail wouldn’t get a chance to claim the $200 for finding Timmy. Mr. 


Kvorkia addressed this problem by offering $200 to every man as long as the boy was found. 
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Which brought up the question: how much for finding Jack and Ace? And what about Hodges? 
How much for finding him? 

This went on until Mr. Kvorkia raised his voice, which grew surprisingly deep when he 
was angry, and proclaimed that whether it be two hundred or two thousand, they couldn’t spend 
it in hell which is where he would personally send them if they didn’t shut up and fall in. This 
frightened the cowboys as Mr. Kvorkia displayed plenty of sharp teeth when he cursed them, his 
eyes showed white around the pupils, and the wind blew his jet—black hair into a cobra’s hood. 
He sent Tom to search the north bank, Phil to walk the south. He asked Hank to ride ahead and 
report back any findings, while Scratchy was to lag behind with Tom and Phil’s horses. Preacher 
was to ride with him for spiritual comfort. When it started getting dark, if they hadn’t found 
anything, Tom and Phil should collect their horses from Scratchy and all three were to catch up 
with Mr. Kvorkia on the trail to Fort Kent. If, however, they did find someone they should return 
the body, dead or alive, to Charlie while sending Scratchy ahead with the news. 

Only Hank saw this assertiveness in the new boss as a good thing. The rest of the boys 
carried out their orders with dark clouds hanging over their heads, thinking to themselves that the 
old man was crazy, and if it wasn’t for the money they wouldn’t put up with such abuse. 

Even Scratchy mumbled curses as Mr. Kvorkia rode off with Preacher and Hank. True, 
his job was to sit and wait, a task made easier by Scratchy’s almost supernatural ability to nap 
anytime, anywhere, but there was something about taking the initiative and finding a shady tree 
upon which to lean against as opposed to being commanded to do so. Worse than that, if fat Phil 
or tight Tom found something, he was supposed to play errand boy and go riding down the trail 
like Paul Revere with the news. “Hell,” Scratchy thought as he found his tree and plopped down 


in the shade, “if d wanted to be that kind of fool, I’d’ve joined Wells Fargo.” 
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Scratchy rode like hell across an open prairie, a hundred Indians chasing him, whooping 
war cries and slinging arrows. He gripped the reins with his teeth so he could turn in the saddle 
and use both hands to shoot the red devils. Two six shooters, every shot hit its target. He 
reloaded. Twelve more Indians fell. But there were still too many! They were gaining on him! 
Scratchy wasn’t concerned about his own life, but he was carrying a package of medicine to San 
Antonio, and if he didn’t get there soon, Lucy would die! He threw the guns away, grabbed the 
reins and turned the horse around. Damned if he would let Lucy die because of a few Apache! 

Scratchy charged the Indians. Slinging his rifle from his pack, he rode toward their chief. 
The chief wore a fierce red and white feathered head set, but looked terrified as Scratchy aimed 
his rifle and shot him between the eyes. Losing their chief disheartened the Indians and they laid 
down their weapons. Many looked at Scratchy with wide-eyed wonder, some even calling him 
‘Kemosabe’ as he passed by. 

He rode like the wind to San Antonio, to the Mission where nuns watched over poor 
Lucy. They agreed it was a miracle that Scratchy had made it in one piece, but they still hoped 
for yet another miracle — that Lucy might live. Scratchy waited outside while they administered 
the medicine. When they finished, the nuns left the room in single file, praying over their 
rosaries. Scratchy entered and found Lucy dressed in a black veil. He lifted the veil, her eyes 
opened, and she smiled at him. “Wake up, damn it,” she said. 

He opened his eyes to see Tom’s snarling face frowning at him. 

“What the hell?” Scratchy leaned forward, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. 


“Ain’t you got anything better to do than keep me awake all day?” 
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“You sleep more than an old dog,” Tom proclaimed, “And while you were getting your 
beauty rest, I’ve been doing work. I found one of the boys.” 

“Dead?” 

“No.” 

“Well, where is he?” 

“It’s Ace. I left him up on the north side. He got a bad sprained ankle. Was a horse, I’d 
shoot him.” 

“You left him up there?” 

“T ain’t carrying him.” 

“So what are you gonna do?” 

“I was thinking you should ride ahead, tell the old man we got one, and he’ll have Hank 
come pick him up.” 

“Oh, hell no! I ain’t riding ahead. You ride ahead, you found him.” 

“Now that ain’t what the old man said. He said we find anything, you ride ahead and let 
‘em know.” 

“He also said you take the body back to town. You ain’t going to town, you can ride up 
the trail.” 

“Damn it Scratchy—” 

“don’t damn it me. You could’ve carried the boy back—” 

‘like hell.” 

“Hank would’ve.” 

“Aw, Hank would’ ve pissed his pants and died of fright. The kid was talking about 


ghosts and goblins coming out of Fort Kent, said they got his brother and Sheriff Hodges too. He 
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was spooked out of his head, just like the old man. Hank would’ve believed every word of that 
stuff.” 

“So you leave a hurt, frightened boy alone in the woods and tell me I have to ride 
ahead?” 

“T ain’t telling you, the old man already told you.” 

“And he told you to take the boy back to town.” 

“HE CAN’T WALK!” 

“That ain’t my problem.” 

It went on like this for a while, each man fighting for his right to be lazy. Eventually their 
argument got so heated it woke Phil, who had been sleeping thirty yards away. He staggered into 
the drama. 

“What’s with all the noise? A fellow can’t get any sleep with you two around.” 

“That’s what I’ve been saying.” Scratchy tried to bring Phil to his side. 

“What do you mean, sleep?” Tom asked Phil. “Where you been?” 

“Well, when that crazy old man said he’d pay all of us, no matter who found the boy, I 
figured I might as well just take a nap and wait for you or Hank to find him.” 

Tom stroked his chin and thought there might be more to this Phil guy than he let on. 

“Alright, you figured that one good. But now I done found one of ‘em, Ace Goodeye. 
He’s hurt, can’t walk, and somebody needs to ride ahead and tell Hank so he can carry him into 
town.” 

“Why can’t you carry him?” Phil asked, causing Scratchy to snort a laugh. 

“Cause I ain’t a pack mule, that’s why! You want to carry him, go right ahead.” 


“Well, we can’t just leave him there.” 
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“T don’t see we got a choice,” Scratchy said, “until one of you boys rides ahead and tells 
the boss man.” 

“Which is YOUR job,” Tom reminded him. 

“No, I was to ride ahead if you went back to town. You ain’t riding to town, so you can 
ride ahead, real simple.” 

“Well, why not? Tom and I ride to town for help, you ride ahead and tell the old man.” 

That put Tom on his toes again. “Good idea, Phil.” Tom smiled at Scratchy. 

“Oh, no you don’t! You leave for town now, you won’t be back ‘til morning. Meanwhile 
that boy starves to death or gets eaten by a bear.” 

“Not if you stay with him, give him some jerky.” 

“Oh ho ho, no you don’t! That boy ain’t my problem, I didn’t find him, you did! You stay 
with him, Ill go to town and get help.” 

“No sir, you’re supposed to be riding ahead with information. The old man didn’t say 
nothing about you going to town.” 

“You ain’t supposed to be going either, not without a body!” 

“But I did find a body, circumstances are such that I can’t handle it myself so I need to 
get help. Come on Phil, we’re going to town.” Tom started for his horse. 

“No you DON’T! I ain’t getting stuck with that boy! I’m riding ahead and I’m going to 
tell Mr. Kvorkia what a useless cowboy you are.” Scratchy started for his horse. 

Tom and Scratchy met at the horses and started pushing one another, each one trying to 


mount up first as if that would decide the argument. 
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“Okay, okay guys.” Phil tried to calm them down. “Here now, I think I have a solution. 
Listen. All three of us go get the boy and carry him back here, I think between the three of us we 
can get him that far. He can ride, can’t he? It’s just his ankle that’s busted?” 

Tom nodded. 

“Then I let him take my horse and you can lead him to town.” Phil turned to Scratchy. 
“That way you can ride ahead and tell the old man we done some good work.” 

“Oh, and I suppose you get to stay here, sitting on your hands?” Scratchy complained. 

“Okay, if you want, let the boy take your horse, and PI ride ahead. But I wouldn’t be 
surprised if the old man refused to pay you. For not following his orders and all.” 

Scratchy had to think about that. He certainly wasn’t a slave to money, but it did have 
advantages, especially now that Maria finally got a worthwhile girl in that young Lucy. 

“All right, damn it, we'll do it your way,” Scratchy said. 

They had argued most of the afternoon away, and the sun was low on the horizon. 
Nevertheless, none of them thought it would be too dark to find their way back as they followed 
Tom into the woods. 

3K 2K K K K 

Djehntymose had to be very careful in his conquest of the boy called Timmy. He had 
made a mistake in killing the man called Lin Platt when he took that body. The intention was to 
use the flesh vessel as a temporary storage place until he could find a more suitable host: an old 
tree where he could grow in the thick veins under protection of rough bark, or a fungus 
underground where no one would notice his return to power, perhaps even a shark or whale in 


the deep ocean, free to move and explore as he regained his strength. Alas, he hadn’t counted on 
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the black magic of this Stuelkin, a young and capable wizard, who had easily gained control of 
the dead body while there was still enough Lin Platt left to make it human. 

The trick was to exist within a human body without destroying it. That way Stuelkin 
couldn’t subdue him with simple cadaver tricks. True, the boy was not a fully developed adult, 
and the wizard had shown the capability of controlling children, but Djehntymose hoped his 
presence in the boy’s body would be enough to gain the upper hand. 

Fortunately the sleeping potion worked in Djehntymose’s favor, preventing the boy from 
struggling as Djehntymose took over his veins. He worked quickly but carefully, conquering as 
much as he could without killing the host. It was touch and go at times, particularly when the 
heart stopped as Djehntymose’s blood first pumped through it, but it adapted, recovered, and 
now Djehntymose had only to be patient as his essence slowly filled every available space in the 
boy’s body. 

3K 2K K K K 

Stuelkin never ceased to be amazed by the powers of evil. The blood of Djehntymose, for 
example, which had been trapped in the Sahara desert for over two thousand years, needed only a 
little encouragement, a sliver of opportunity, to once again claim its place as a force of infinite 
wickedness. Stuelkin had been able to distill a few ounces of the dried blood from the amputated 
leg and watched in fascination as it boiled and flared in the pot. It hissed and popped and twisted 
but could not break free from Stuelkin’s containment spell. Even this meager thimble full of the 
vile dust would be enough to corrupt an entire city, or command a small army of purgatory 
bound spirits, but Stuelkin needed much more from the ancient evil. 


He needed Hassin’s staff. 
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CHAPTER 5 — THE LEGEND OF HASSIN’S STAFF 


A long time ago, a mighty wizard named Hassin carved a staff from the root of the tree 
that bore the forbidden fruit tainted by the touch of Eve. He crowned it with a rounded piece of 
Abel’s hip bone and gave it a thirst for blood. A thousand human sacrifices and twice as many 
incantations never before uttered by human lips, and Hassin owned a tool of unimaginable evil. 
He challenged Satan for mastery of hell, using the staff to raise an army. They charged the gates 
of hell at his command. 

Satan, however, had demons to defend him. The battle raged for days and though 
Hassin’s troops outnumbered the demons, the red devils took the field and Satan rose 
victoriously from hell to claim his spoils. He ate Hassin’s body and vanquished his soul then 
took the foul staff, flew high into the sky, and tossed it back to earth where it struck with the 
impact of a comet, exploding a crater miles wide and just as deep. Satan filled the hole with the 
bodies of Hassin’s dead soldiers, hundreds of thousands of them, and cursed the land with sand 
and drought. 

So goes the story of Hassin’s staff as it has been told around the smoking cauldrons of 
wizards and witches for uncountable generations, served up as a precautionary tale to young 
apprentices. Stuelkin, however, pursued it further. He researched the history, communed with 
demons who had been involved in the great battle, and approximated a location where the staff 
would be buried: Antelope Ridge, Texas, United States of America. 

IK 
Stuelkin wanted that staff, and every minute spent without it was an insufferable waste of 


time. Stuelkin leapt up, kicking his chair back with a loud crash. “Oleg!” he called, “Come!” 
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The tall man entered the room, trying to keep his face hidden in shadow. Stuelkin noticed 
something was wrong and motioned for his servant to bend down. When the light hit Oleg’s 
mutilated face, Stuelkin winced at the sight. The knife wound had opened his cheeks and left 
bloody pieces of flesh hanging from the face. There were so many hungry flies crawling around, 
it looked as if Oleg had grown a beard. 

“You are a fool,” Stuelkin said as he shooed the flies and ripped the remaining strips of 
flesh from Oleg’s face, flinging them to the floor. When he’d finished, Oleg’s lower jaw was 
nothing but bone, his cheeks and lips gone. 

Stuelkin went to his bag and retrieved a spherical bottle of pearl-white lotion. He put 
some in his hand and rubbed it violently on Oleg’s face. In a matter of moments a hard crust 
formed over Oleg’s wounds, completely sealing his mouth, causing his nostrils to flare from the 
extra burden of breathing. Stuelkin waited a moment then rapped on the crust with his fist. It was 
like knocking on wood. Satisfied, he took a knife and carved a hole so Oleg could breathe. 

“You are becoming more trouble than you are worth,” Stuelkin said. “Next time I may let 
you die. You might be more useful as a zombie anyway. Quickly now! Grab the bones of 
Dumitriu and Mircea’s hair, we haven’t much time!” Stuelkin turned on his heel and left the 
room. 

Oleg walked slowly to the table where Stuelkin’s things lay scattered about, knives, bags, 
boxes... but no bones or hair. Oleg sighed though the hole in his face and waited. Moments later, 
Stuelkin stormed back into the room, grabbed a bag and a box, snarled at his incompetent 
servant, and left again. Oleg’s shoulders slumped as he ducked through the door, following his 


master. 
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CHAPTER 6 — MORE WOOD FOR THE FIRE 


Of all the Lazy J cowboys, Preacher’s job was the toughest. He had to maintain a 
conversation with Kvorkia as they rode the ridge. Kvorkia started out in a foul mood, put off by 
the overall incompetence of his employees, but as the afternoon wore on, and the heat relented, 
he mellowed. And that’s when the talk got too strange for Preacher’s tastes. 

“Where do we go when we die, Preacher, where do you think?” Kvorkia asked, taking 
another swallow from his canteen. 

“Uh, heaven, I reckon,” Preacher replied. “If we been good.” 

“Indeed. But who is good all the time? Aren’t we all parts good, parts bad?” 

The dry clop of their horse’s hooves on the rocky ridge filled the silence until Preacher 
felt he had a decent answer. “Sure, but if you ask forgiveness for the bad. That’s what it takes. 
You have to recognize you’ve done bad and feel sorry for it. Seems to me that’s mostly what it’s 
all about, feeling sorry about stuff.” 

“Words of wisdom, Preacher. Yes, I’m glad you’re with me.” Kvorkia reached over and 
patted his arm, causing Preacher to smile nervously. “A religious man, a man of faith, you will 
keep us on the right track.” 

Preacher took off his hat and wiped his brow. “Yeah... faith....” 

“T have fought men who believed in strange and terrible gods. They didn’t feel sorry 
about anything, except perhaps not killing enough people before they themselves are called up to 
their idea of heaven. Remorse, then, is the key to humanity. During my time in the army, I killed 
hundreds, maybe thousands of these remorseless men.” 


“Well, good for you,” Preacher said, trying to uphold his part of the conversation. 
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Kvorkia laughed, the sound of bones rattling in a bag. “Don’t you see, dear friend? I feel 
no sorrow for killing these men. How, then, will I get to heaven?” 

Once again Preacher regretted his nickname. What had he been thinking, reading the 
Bible all those years? Turns out he’d just been asking for trouble. Had he stuck to the Farmer’s 
Almanac or some of those Greek books people would have called him Benny or Homer, 
something that carried fewer expectations. 

“Hey, look.” Preacher pointed up the trail. “It’s Hank!” Just in time, he thought. This 
conversation was going nowhere fast. 

The sun was at Hank’s back as he rode down the trail, and he cast a long shadow across 
the jagged rocks and dusty shrubs of Antelope Ridge. There was less than an hour of daylight 
left. 

“Greetings my friend,” Kvorkia said as Hank joined them. “Have you any news?” 

Hank swung Ridel around and came to the side of the dark stranger. “I followed their 
tracks all the way to Fort Kent, and from what I seen something strange is going on there.” 

“Yes?” 

“Understand, what I’m about to say, well, I guess I’m only saying it because I think 
you'll understand. And I think you ought to know.” Hank took a moment to clear his throat and 
glare at Preacher. “And you, Preach, you better not go making any fancy stories out of this.” 

“Please,” Kvorkia urged, “go on.” 

“I stopped on the ridge so I could look down at the place, see if anyone was there before 
riding in.” 

“And?” 


“Somebody’s there all right. I seen horses, and a wagon, and... something else... 
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lights.” 

“Lights?” 

“But not just any lights. Not like candle lights or those fancy electric lights. Big, flaming 
balls of light moving inside two of the buildings.” 

“Coulda been torches,” Preacher chimed in. “People use torches.” 

Hank shot Preacher a dirty look. Preacher shrugged. 

“What else?” Kvorkia said. 

“T wanted to go down there, count how many people we’d be up against if it comes to a 
fight, but I didn’t want to take the main trail, in case they were watching. So I hitched ol’ Ridel 
to a tree out of sight and told her to be quiet while I snuck through the woods. I just as well ought 
to say it; I sure didn’t feel right at all once I stepped into those woods. First off, there weren’t 
none of the usual forest sounds, not even any bugs, hell, I didn’t get bit by one mosquito!” 

“And you’re complaining?” Preacher couldn’t help himself. 

“Shut up,” Hank said, then continued. “Anyway, it’s hard to put to words, but nothing felt 
right. It was too quiet. And it got real dark under the trees, too. I know what you’re thinking, it 
wasn’t nothing but shade, but I swear, when I looked up through those trees at the sky, it wasn’t 
blue anymore. It was darker. Like a rain cloud was following me right above the tree tops. I 
didn’t get very far when I heard Ridel stomping and spitting to raise the devil. I ran back to her, 
thinking there must be a snake or something, but I didn’t find anything. And she wouldn’t calm 
down until I unhitched her and took her down the trail a ways. By that time it was already getting 
late so I decided to head back.” 

“You shouldn’t have gone in the woods alone.” Kvorkia frowned. “We must centralize 


all decisions from here on. Everything you do, you ask me first, understand?” 
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That raised the hackles on Hank’s neck. He hadn’t taken any of this man’s money and 
wasn’t obliged to ask him about anything, but he let it go with a tight nod. 

“Fine. Now tell me, how much further is this Fort Kent?” Kvorkia asked Hank. 

Hank shifted in his saddle, the creaking of leather audible in the still of twilight. “Two 
hours at a slow gait. Less if your horse is game.” 

“Still, not possible to reach before nightfall? Very well. What of the condition of the 
trail? Can it be navigated in darkness?” 

“It’s wide enough. Not too many ruts. I’m sure the horses can handle it.” 

“But maybe not the men, eh? I hope you’re wrong, but fear you are right. We will set 
camp here and wait for the others. Hank, I want you to rest and eat. I will need you strong for 
tonight. Preacher, I must leave you for a while. I am going to collect the rest of my men, as I 
assume they require more motivation. I would ask you to join me, but there is little daylight left 
and I want to move quickly. I say this only because I value your theological skills more than 
your riding abilities.” 

Kvorkia turned his horse and galloped down the trail. 

“Theological skills?” Hank asked. “What the hell are those?” 

“Damned if I know,” Preacher replied. 

28 2K K K K 

Stuelkin had an idea, but he didn’t have much time. Hassin’s staff was buried somewhere 
in the desert west of Antelope Ridge, this much he knew. The original plan was to use 
Djehntymose’s blood to raise the dead contained in the desert, which would cause a large cloud 


of dust to rise up where Satan had buried the casualties from the great battle for hell. The dust 
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would then lead him straight to the staff. Unfortunately, he didn’t have enough blood to perform 
the ritual, so he decided to try something else. 

More than one demon had died during the battle for hell, and in his research Stuelkin 
could find no reference to their names or where their bodies had been disposed. It would be 
typical of Satan to casually discard these fallen soldiers, probably dumping them in the pit with 
the other hundreds of thousands of dead humans. Therefore, instead of having to indiscriminately 
raise thousands of dead to create a visible marker, maybe all he needed to do was raise one dead 
demon and command him to retrieve the staff. Not an easy task, but one that wouldn’t require 
Dyjehntymose’s blood. 

It would, however, require at least one human sacrifice. Fortunately he had three bodies 
lined up and waiting. Stuelkin entered the barracks and noticed Djehntymose was in a good 
mood, causing Lin Platt’s zombie to smile from ear to ear. It had a contagious effect, and 
Stuelkin laughed when he saw it. 

“Well,” Stuelkin approached Lin Platt’s body. “Aren’t we in high spirits? Hoping to 
cause some mischief?” He rubbed the stump where the leg had been severed. It was cold. 
“Hmmm, I see we’ve retreated. Trying to save yourself for something big, no doubt. Whatever it 
is, you had better make it good. And soon. You’re running out of time, dear friend, for tonight I 
raise the body of an ancient one from the tribe of Velea. If he can lead me to the staff, there is a 
nice, dry desert waiting to hold you for another eternity.” 

Stuelkin turned from the zombie to the three prisoners. The littlest boy looked to be in a 
bad way. He was much skinnier than he’d been two days ago and his complexion had turned 
from pallid to green. He was asleep on the floor, his face swimming in a large pool of his own 


spittle. Hardly worth sacrificing. 
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Stuelkin examined the other two. The man was still awake and alert, a tad gaunt, but full 
around the belly. Plenty of blood left in him. His eyes were exploding with hunger and hate. A 
good offering for the Velea. The other boy looked peaceful in his sleep, snoring away his 
troubles. A Velea demon warrior could most certainly be enticed back from the dead to feast on 
such a child. He would bring all three, you could never have too many sacrifices when dealing 
with demons. 

It was getting dark; they didn’t have much time. “Oleg,” Stuelkin commanded. “Prepare 
the horses.” 

Stuelkin walked through the door and stopped when he had a clear view of the sky. He 
looked for his ventis patrolling the perimeter of the ridge. He saw them gathering at the north 
edge; a swirling brown cloud over the trees. Most likely harassing a wild cat or other forest 
predator. He parted his lips and whistled, then flicked his hand toward the woods, sending the 
command to the ventis. 

The ventis was a different type of nightmare Stuelkin had created. Whereas most wizards 
specialized in developing one particular species to be their familiar - cats for stealth, wolves for 
strength, or the owl for frightening mice - Stuelkin considered bundling the various strengths of 
many animals into one very powerful familiar. Impossible to physically create such a creature, 
especially if your requirements constantly changed, but if a wizard worked on gaining control 
over the spirits of many animals, well, there could be advantages. 

Adept at reincarnation, Stuelkin had developed a spell to raise the souls of dead animals, 
even if their bodies remained buried or decomposed, and these souls could be joined and 
manipulated to carry out simple tasks. Upon entering the valley of Fort Kent, Stuelkin had raised 


the souls of birds-of-prey, some horses, and a handful of wolves, merged them into a hungry, 
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swirling cloud, then sent it to patrol the land surrounding the Fort. This is how he’d captured 
Jack Goodeye and Sheriff Hodges. 

The difficulty was keeping the ventis focused. With the different animal instincts 
working against each other, it wasn’t unusual for them to become confused and stop responding 
to their master’s commands. Which is why Stuelkin squinted at the horizon, waiting to see if his 
whistle would indeed bring the ventis back. 

“Ah, very nice.” He smiled when he saw the brown cloud pull together and roll back to 
the Fort. It hesitated around the river, no doubt the birds distracted by fish jumping in the water, 
but the need to obey overpowered instinct and the ventis swung low and crept back to the Fort, a 
dirty fog crawling through the prairie grass. 

The fog gathered at Stuelkin’s feet and he pointed into the room where Sheriff Hodges 
and the two boys lay sleeping. 

3K 2K K K K 

Tom was the biggest idiot in the whole, wide world. What’s more, he couldn’t find his 
own ass with two hands, a map, a coal digger’s lamp, and a bloodhound. And on top of all that, 
he was just plain ugly. 

“I left him right here!” Tom cried, frantically searching the woods. “Leaning right up 
against this here tree!” 

“So he got up on his own and ran away,” Scratchy said, sneering. “With his busted 
ankle?” 

“How the hell do I know?” Tom snapped. “He’s a stupid kid, you know how they are, 


they can run around with their heads cut off, like chickens.” 
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“You're the chicken, leaving a little boy to die out in the woods, all ‘cause you’re afraid 
to do an honest day’s work.” 

“You better stop pushing me, Scratchy, I swear...” 

“Yeah, right. You lost that boy, and when I tell everyone — Hoo! Your name won’t be 
worth a buzzard’s crap.” 

“I didn’t lose that boy! He was right here when I left!” 

“That’s right, you left. Nobody with a lick of sense leaves a defenseless boy alone in the 
woods. Wolves probably took him. Ate him too. We keep looking, I’m sure all we find is bones. 
Maybe they’ ll be light enough for you to carry back to town. You can give ‘em to ol’ lady 
Goodeye; ‘here go ma’am, I was afraid he’d be too heavy to carry, so’s I let the wolves chew on 
him some. Now he’s just the right weight for a lazy no good sonofabitch like me to heft.’” 

“Damn it, you just keep talkin’.” 

“Both of you cut it out!” Phil called from the south end where he’d been searching. “It’s 
getting dark, and we gotta get out of here! Tom, are you sure this is where you left him?” 

Tom stood up and craned his neck around. “Sure, I’m sure. This is the tree.” 

“Well, how do you know that’s the tree?” Phil asked. 

Tom studied the tree in question. It was an awful lot like all the others. “Aw hell...” 

“You are one sharp cookie, you know that?” Scratchy chortled. 

“We ought to keep movin’ then,” Phil said. “I don’t want to be stuck here when it gets 
dark. You think he’s further up, or back down a ways?” 

“Damn it, Phil,” Tom shouted. “I knew how to answer that we wouldn’t be lost!” 

“Hoo!” Scratchy smiled. “Now he admits we’re lost! Good ol’ Tom... Mountain man 


Tom... Those ol’ Lewis and Clark boys could’ve used you instead of that squaw.” 
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“That’s all I’m gonna take from you.” 

Phil jumped between the two men. “Hey! Come on you two! It’s getting dark! If we don’t 
make it back to the trail soon, we’re gonna be stuck here!” 

“What’s the matter? Big, fat Phil afraid of the dark?” Scratchy teased. 

Suddenly a frantic scream pierced the air. It was high and terrifying and seemed to come 
from every direction. When it died the silence that followed was consuming. 

KK 

When Hodges regained consciousness he was back in the tornado that had first carried 
him to Fort Kent. It was slightly less terrifying waking up inside the wind funnel, instead of 
being sucked into it, but he still couldn’t control his bladder when he looked down and saw the 
earth moving beneath his feet. Then he saw something that made him happy for the first time in 
what seemed like ages. Hodges was flying over the black-eyed wizard and his lanky servant and 
his piss was dribbling on their heads like rain! 

Through the swirling cloud Hodges saw the wizard shake his head and motion for the 
tornado to move away. Hodges was thrown horizontal as the tornado shifted hard to the right. 
Sheriff Hodges laughed and laughed and laughed. 

Buoyed by his revenge, Hodges relaxed and inspected the strange, brown cloud that was 
carrying him. It didn’t hurt; the only physical sensations were of wind and occasionally what felt 
like wings brushing him. It smelled musty though, like a horse stable, and there was an energy he 
couldn’t place. Not the same feeling one would get from a regular storm, and Lord knows 
Hodges had been through his share of bad weather. This was a different type of electricity. Like 


the way your hair stands on end when you’re part of the hunt. 
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Once he gave himself to the wind and stopped trying to fight it, his arms and legs fell 
loose, and his muscles felt a lot better. He twisted and leaned back, letting the cloud carry him. It 
was oddly invigorating. He stretched his feet out, arched his back, rolled his shoulders; free from 
the confines of gravity, these simple motions seemed that much more relaxing. Just for fun he 
tried bending at the waist to spin like a ball. Then he had a flash of insight; rolling around on the 
floor at the Fort, he couldn’t scoot his butt through the loop of his arms, but flying... 

Hodges brought his knees to his chin and pulled his arms down so he could get his 
backside through the loop. He rested for a minute, spinning in midair, hands locked behind his 
knees. “Wheee!” he thought, then straightened his legs and brought his hands in front of his face. 
He hadn’t expected to get this far, but now that he had, he couldn’t waste any more time. He 
used his thumbs to pull the gag from his mouth and started chewing on the knot. 

If he looked closely, he could see the shapes of the two criminals riding their horses to his 
left. The debris and brown tint of the tornado acted like an opaque curtain between him and his 
captors. The only clear view was directly below and above, where the funnel had openings. This 
was good because, after he got his hands untied, Hodges didn’t want them to see him as he 
stretched his arms, cracked his knuckles, and rubbed his biceps. God, did that feel good! 

But he couldn’t risk too much time on therapeutic massage. He untied the ropes binding 
his legs and retied them with an easy—to—break slipknot. He put the gag back in, loose enough to 
spit out whenever he wanted, and retied his hands with the same breakable slipknot. He jumped 
through the loop and was back to being their bound, gagged, helpless prisoner. 

Just in time, too, because as soon as he got his arms behind him the tornado fell fast. 


Hodges’ body came to an abrupt halt only a few feet from the ground. Then he was slowly 
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lowered the rest of the way until he lay face down in the dirt. He rolled over to watch the 
kidnappers, waiting for a chance to escape. 

Oleg carried Timmy and Jack like sacks of potatoes, one in each arm, to where Hodges 
lay. He tossed them to the ground and went back to help the wizard prepare some kind of altar, 
this one much larger in scope than the cramped room they had debased back at the Fort. Oleg 
used torches to establish a circular perimeter with a radius of at least thirty feet, the south edge 
brushing against the river while the north came right to the foot of the ridge. It took him awhile 
to pace it out, and as he worked the skinny man was busy burning patterns in the grass, using his 
hands to direct the flames, ignoring Hodges and the two boys. 

Hodges spat the gag out and whispered, “Hey, Jack! Hey, are you okay?” 

Jack couldn’t answer. He was still under Stuelkin’s spell. 

“Aw, damn it,” Hodges muttered. He could easily make a break for it, get to the woods, 
and give those strangers some of that Louisiana Guerilla fighting that no amount of hoodoo 
magic in the world could counter. But that would leave the boys defenseless. Still, he may have a 
better chance of helping them from the woods. It was a tough decision. 

“What about you, Timmy,” he said “You feel like dying today?” 

“No,” a strange voice came from the child. “Timmy does not feel like dying today.” 

Startled, Hodges twisted his neck to see Timmy Compton. The boy was definitely alert, 
eyes focused, but he looked like hell. The skin was sickly green and his mouth hung slack, like 
he was having a hard time breathing. 

“Jesus Christ, boy!” Hodges whispered. “I thought you were already a goner. Are you 


okay?” 
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“Jesus has nothing to do with me,” the boy snarled, his voice very different from the 
usual insolent whine Timmy affected. 

“Right.” Hodges figured the kid for head damage. “Listen, we gotta get away from these 
people. Can you run?” 

Timmy looked down at Hodges and pushed his tongue over his teeth, like he was feeling 
them for the first time. 

“Run? You know, like when the boys chase you? You think you can run if we make a 
break for the woods?” 

Timmy stuck his tongue out. “Yesssss...” 

“Great,” Hodges said, not convinced. He returned his attention to the criminals. Oleg was 
almost finished marking the circle, and the evil wizard was sending balls of fire to scorch small 
sections of land outside the circle. He tossed one close to where Hodges and the boys sat, and 
Hodges had to fight the reflex to break and run. Timmy, however, sat impassively as the ground 
exploded less than five feet away from him. 

Hodges had to make his move, and he had to make it soon. The plan was to snatch and 
carry Jack as he and Timmy ran to the woods. Of course, Timmy might not be able to run, but 
considering he was probably brain damaged anyway... Not too big a loss if he didn’t make it. 
Sheriff took another look at the boy. He was breathing heavy, looking at the wizard with hooded 
eyes. Creepy. 

Well, Hodges thought, that’s what makes me the Sheriff: Hard decisions. Timmy doesn’t 
make it, he doesn’t make it. His mom and dad are dead, sister may be gone now too for all I 


know... To hell with it. 
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“Okay, Timmy, you listening?” Hodges said. “We’re going to make a break for the 
woods. You follow me, hear? We get separated, try to find someplace to hide until I get back 
with a posse.” 

Timmy didn’t say anything. 

Hodges worked his hands free and pulled his knees up to untie his legs. Suddenly the sky 
grew dark as the brown cloud swirled overhead. It hung over Sheriff Hodges for a moment then 
flew into the woods, fast and hard, like an arrow. 

A horrible scream came from the woods, piercing, the sound of fear. It seemed to 
magnify in volume as it bounced off the trees lining the ridge. 

When the cloud came back it carried another body inside its funnel. It swung low, 
breezing over Hodges and the boys, and dropped its new catch a few yards away. 

Ace Goodeye had joined them, confused and crying. 


The wizard came to them. “Excellent,” he said. “Another sacrifice.” 


CHAPTER 7 — USELESS DAMNED COWBOYS 


Kvorkia heard his men before he saw them. They were arguing, and when Kvorkia rode 
around the bend he saw them standing in the middle of the well-worn trail, shouting at each other 
and stomping about in their boots. Apparently the fight was about who would go back to town 
and who had to stay. Phil tried to end the bickering when he proclaimed, “Let’s all go back to 


town then! Forget that old fool and his money!” 
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“Enough!” Kvorkia barked, causing the cowboys to wheel around in surprise. “I will 
show you a fool,” he said, swinging down from his horse, his cloak billowing around him like 
batwings. 

“Heh, heh.” Phil tried to laugh it off, backing away. “I wasn’t talking about you, Boss, I 
was talking about... about... Hank! He’s a fool! Rich, too!” 

But he couldn’t back away fast enough, and Kvorkia took two swift steps and smacked 
him on the head with the flat of his hand. It startled more than hurt, but Phil fell down anyway. 

Kvorkia turned to Scratchy, who raised his hands defensively. “I tried to tell them, I knew 
you'd be angry, but, see, it was my job to stay here. I tried to make them go...” 

Kvorkia slapped Scratchy’s hands down and grabbed his collar, bringing them nose to 
nose. Scratchy shivered. 

“Bah!” Kvorkia spat in his face and flung him away. Scratchy tripped over his own feet 
and fell hard on his behind, a mighty cloud of trail dust bursting from under his ass. 

Tom drew his gun. 

“You just hold on a second, Captain, I ain’t one you can boss around like these others 
here. I got me a—” 

Before Tom could finish he found himself flat on his back and empty-handed, looking up 
at the fierce white teeth of Kvorkia’s snarl. 

“Pathetic,” Kvorkia said. “You are the worst men I have ever seen. Do you know I have 
fought alongside French men who were better than you? French!” 

The three men stayed on the ground as they watched their employer pace the trail. He 


muttered to himself in a foreign language, hands clamped behind his back, leaning forward. 
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Suddenly he stopped walking and sniffed the air, eyebrows scrunched together. He looked at the 
moonless sky, squinting to the north where Fort Kent was located. 

Kvorkia grabbed Phil and stood him up, roughly grabbing Phil’s jaw and pointing his 
face towards the fort. “Do you see that smoke?” he asked. 

Phil did see it. Blue smoke, rising above the trees. It glowed against the moonless sky, 
pulsing with life. He tried to nod, but couldn’t as Kvorkia held his chin, thumb and finger 
pinching painfully into his cheek. 

“Do you see it?” Kvorkia demanded. 

“Yesh!” Phil said. 

“That smoke means you are dead. It means all of you are dead. You will not have any 
more chances to spend this fool’s money, unless there are whorehouses in hell.” 

With that Kvorkia strode to his horse and mounted it. 

“T had hoped you would fight with me. Now I only hope you suffer before you die,” he 
said as he galloped away. 

Scratchy stood up, slapping the dirt from the back of his pants. “You had to call him a 
fool,” he said to Phil. “Didn’t you?” 

38 2K K K K 

After seeing the tornado pick Ace from the woods like a tick off a sheepdog, Sheriff 
Hodges reconsidered his escape plan. First of all, he couldn’t outrun that thing, no way in hell. 
Secondly, now he had Ace Goodeye to consider as well as Timmy and Jack. Lord, it was like he 
was running a schoolhouse out here. So he kept the ropes in place and waited. 

The good news was the evil wizard didn’t knock Ace out like he had Jack. He trusted the 


sprained ankle would keep him from running. The bad news was Ace’s ankle was indeed messed 


107 


up, the swelling painfully visible through the sleeve of his boot, so he really couldn’t run 
anywhere. 

More bad news was the wizard and his tall freak of a servant were conjuring some serious 
hoodoo here, and it didn’t look like they were just trying to make it rain. The fire patterns in the 
grass moved on their own, like worms crawling over themselves, but never burned out of control. 
The torches released a foul, rotten egg smell, and the smoke from the fires glowed blue and its 
movements didn’t follow the wind. 

The stranger had said Ace would be another sacrifice. This implied all four of them were 
to be killed at some point during this demonic ritual. Hodges had to make a move before that 
happened. He was hoping Oleg would take him first, then he could grab and kill the guy before 
any of the boys got hurt. Of course this assumed he could kill the guy with his bare hands and 
that Oleg wouldn’t be able to stop him. But Hodges wasn’t one to ponder failure so he filed that 
as ‘Plan A.’ 

‘Plan B’ was based on the premise that the wizard went after one of the boys first. If that 
happened, Hodges would again grab and kill the guy, but he wouldn’t be close enough for the 
element of surprise which made Plan A so attractive. All in all, it was a good thing Hodges didn’t 
ponder failure. 

The wizard sat in the middle of the circle, chanting in a strange language, while Oleg 
hovered around Hodges and the boys. As it grew darker, the lights from the fires intensified in 
brightness. At some point the flames in the circle converged around the wizard and exploded 
with bomb-like fury. Hodges shut his eyes against the heat, and when he opened them he was 


surprised to see the wizard still there, untouched. 


108 


The wizard motioned to Oleg, who scooped Timmy into his arms and took him into the 
circle. Plan B then, Hodges thought, working the ropes off his hands and feet. Oleg set Timmy 
on the ground and a box of fire leapt up, surrounding the child. Hodges crept up behind Oleg, 
using him as a shield from the wizard’s attention. He was about to charge, hoping to knock Oleg 
down before pouncing on the wizard, but without warning the wizard whipped a knife from his 
belt and slashed Timmy’s throat from ear to ear. 

“No!” Hodges yelled, throwing himself at Oleg. It was like ramming a tree. Hodges 
stumbled back and staggered to his knees. The wizard didn’t have time to react to Hodges’ 
outburst before a fountain of red dust exploded from Timmy’s neck. The dust attacked the 
wizard, swirling around his head in gyroscopic rings of liquid fire before collapsing back into the 
boy’s body, leaving a sold sheet of white-hot lava that mercilessly attached itself to him. 

Oleg ignored Hodges and went to help his master. Hodges felt the tornado speed by as it 
added gusty winds to the fight against the clinging flame. And if watching the two men and 
tornado struggle against a vicious fire wasn’t enough hoodoo for one night, Hodges saw Timmy 
sit up and smile — not a scratch on him. 

He didn’t need anybody to draw him a map out of there. Hodges jumped to his feet, 
snatched up Timmy, ran to Jack and Ace, slung Ace onto his shoulders and grabbed Jack under 
his other arm. He took three long steps towards the woods and collapsed. 

“Get up,” Timmy commanded. “You need to take me to a safe place. Quickly.” 

“Run!” Hodges yelled, struggling with Ace and Jack, “Hide in the woods!” 

“Leave them.” Timmy scowled at the Goodeyes. “I need food and shelter.” 


“Don’t leave me!” Ace cried. “I cain’t walk!” 
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“I can’t carry both of you, you’re too heavy,” Hodges said. “I guess we’ll stay and fight. 
Timmy, you run ahead! Get help!” 

Timmy walked back and touched Jack’s head, muttering the same strange words Hodges 
heard the skinny guy use. Jack stirred and opened his eyes. 

“You can carry one child, yes?” Timmy asked, lifting Jack to his feet. “So take me to 
shelter and food. This body must eat. I need it alive.” 

38 2K K K 2k 

Stuelkin was furious, and he took it out on Oleg and the ventis. Had they not tried to help, 
he could have extinguished the flames with a simple spell. As it happened, however, Oleg’s best 
effort had been slapping at the flames like a stupid bear, knocking Stuelkin around, making it 
impossible to cast spells. And the ventis tried blowing the flame out, but that just caused the 
clinging fire to spread. 

When he did finally manage to extinguish the flames, Stuelkin’s skin was burned black as 
coal and fell away in clumps when he moved. The skin fell like black snow when he attacked 
Oleg, cursing him for a fool and driving him to the ground with powerful punches. Then he 
disbanded the ventis, casting the animal souls from earth never to return. When he looked for his 
sacrifices and found them gone, he roared in anger, the sound reverberating through the woods 
like a shockwave. 

He would not lose like this! Djehntymose had tricked him and somehow managed to steal 
the boy, no doubt aided by Oleg’s stupidity. Now he had no blood, no sacrifices, and no hope of 
raising Hassin’s staff. Unless... 

Stuelkin looked at Oleg; beaten, shivering, his face an unholy mess. The fool responsible 


for all Stuelkin’s troubles. 
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He did have a sacrifice after all. 

38 2K K K K 

Stuelkin finished the ceremony in a fit of rage, spitting the words with venom, spilling 
potions and powders like a careless chef. When it came time to offer blood, he hacked Oleg into 
pieces, accidentally adding some of his own burnt flesh to the mix. The result of this carelessness 
was black magic of a potency that even Stuelkin couldn’t have anticipated. He would indeed get 
his resurrected demon that night. And more. 

3K 2K K K K 

Tom was going back to town and the rest of them could be damned for all he cared. Phil, 
on the other hand, felt bad about what had happened with Kvorkia. He was plenty scared, too, so 
he wanted to ride on and make camp with Hank, Preach, and the Boss if he’d have them. 
Scratchy just wanted them both to know how useless they were, and how he was the only one 
who hadn’t done anything wrong. This prompted an argument that could have gone on all night 
if it wasn’t for the roar that filled the air, stopping all jaws from flapping. 

The feeling of rage in the scream was thick enough to cut and pour barbeque sauce on. 
When it finally subsided, all three cowboys were chilled to their bones. They drew together for 
safety, standing back to back, staring into the darkness. 

“T’m getting out of here.” Tom was the first to move, emboldened by the six shooter he 
gripped in his white-knuckled right hand. He separated from the group and went for the tree 
where the horses were tied. 

“Where you going?” Phil asked, wide-eyed. “You can’t leave!” 

“The hell I can’t! All this time I spent bickering with you two, I could be at Maria’s right 


now.” Tom untied his horse with one hand, not letting go of his gun. “You may want to consider 
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riding with me, as I’m the only one with a gun. Not that I care one way or the other.” Tom 
flipped the reins over the horse’s head and tried to mount one-handed, refusing to holster his 
pistol. He couldn’t get his balance and circled the horse three times before trying to pull himself 
up. But he couldn’t get the lift he need with only one arm, so he bounced off the side of the 
animal and fell to the ground. 

The horse saw her opportunity and took it, jumping over Tom and running for town. 
Scratchy and Phil looked, jaws slack, as the horse galloped away. 

Tom gave chase, but only for a few feet. He cursed at the horse’s rear end as it 
disappeared into the night. 

“Why didn’t you stop her?” he demanded from Scratchy and Phil. 

“She’s your horse,” Scratchy replied. 

Tom’s gun arm shook with rage. 

“This ain’t all bad,” Phil said. “At least now we have to stick together. I wasn’t too 
thrilled with us splitting up anyway.” 

“Like hell!” Tom hollered, “I’ve got the gun! I’m taking one of your horses! That leaves 
you two stuck together, and talk about two people deserving each other!” Tom went back to the 
horses but Scratchy intercepted him. 

“You ain’t taking my horse,” he said. “You can take Phil’s if he’s stupid enough to think 
you'll shoot him.” 

Tom looked at Phil. 

“Well, you can’t take him.” Phil rubbed the back of his head. “But we can ride together if 


you want.” 
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“Dammit!” Tom kicked dirt. “We’ll ride together, but we ride back to town! I ain’t 
staying on this ridge another minute!” 

“Now, it is my horse,” Phil reminded him, “and I say we go find that Kvorkia dude. He 
seems to know what’s going on, and I figure we have a better chance we all stick together.” 

“We'd have a better chance in town!” 

“We’d never make it before sundown. And I don’t want to get caught out there on that 
open prairie in the dark if something is trying to attack us. What do you think Scratchy?” 

“I think,” Scratchy said, smiling, “you both are fools and had you listened to me in the 
first place none of this would have happened.” 

“Damn it!” Tom erupted. “I ought to shoot you just to put you out of our misery!” He 
turned to Phil. “Now you listen, I don’t believe in no ghosts, or walking dead, or any of it. The 
worst thing out there might be some Indians, and I’d much rather face Indians in an open prairie 
than in a damn forest where you can’t see them hiding.” 

“That sure didn’t sound like no Indian,” Phil said. 

Tom threw his head back and groaned. “Well then, what was it? Huh? Some kind of 
ghost?” 

Before Phil could answer, they heard the sound of a horse racing across the prairie. It was 
Tom’s runaway mare and it was coming back fast, faster than any of them thought possible. 
There was something riding on the horse’s back, but it kept changing shapes, like the wind was 
blowing it away only to have it reappear again. As it got closer the mysterious rider took shape: a 
deformed body surrounded by luminous vapors that crawled over it like thick vines. Its head was 


pear-shaped, tapering to a sharp point, the face had eyeless pits, and its top teeth were fanged, 
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cutting into its over-ripe chin. When it opened its mouth to laugh, a forked tongue spewed from 
its mouth and danced between its teeth. 

It rode the horse straight into a tree, laughing as the beast broke its neck with a gunshot 
crack. Then the monster disappeared in a cloud of vapor. The other two horses went into a blind 
panic, stomping their hooves and pounding at the tree where they were tied. 

The cowboys once again drew together for safety. Tom pointed his gun frantically from 
left to right, trying to get a bead on something, anything, but nothing moved except the frantic 
horses. 

Eventually Scratchy cleared his throat and asked Tom, “Apache, you think? Or was that 
one of them Crow Indians?” 

3K 2K K K K 

Sheriff Hodges considered leaving the boys someplace safe so he could come back for 
them later. He was tired and hungry, and it was hard cutting through the woods in the dark, 
carrying a ten year-old boy on his back, constantly having to wait for Jack to catch up. And 
Cactus Grove was a long way away. Even on horseback it would take all night to get there. No 
way could he make it on foot, even if he wasn’t carrying Ace on his shoulders. They would be 
better off if he left them. 

“You can leave the others,” Timmy said, “but I must eat and rest. You must take me to 
this Cactus Grove soon.” 

Sheriff Hodges stopped and looked at Timmy. The boy was so pale he almost glowed, 
and it looked like someone had replaced his eyes with lumps of coal. Worse, he seemed to be 


reading Hodges’ mind. 
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“Hey, Ace,” Hodges asked the boy riding on his back. “Did you hear me talking just 
now?” 

“What?” 

“What did I just say?” 

“I don’t know... ‘Hey Ace’?” 

“Nothing before that?” 

“No.” 

“Jack?” 

Jack came to his side and bent over, hands on his knees, sucking air. “What?” 

“Did I just say something?” 

“You were talking to Ace.” 

“Okay.” Hodges picked Ace from his back and set him down. “We’re taking a break.” 

“No,” Timmy said. “We don’t have time. I’m not strong enough yet, and I must keep this 
body alive. Leave those two and guide me to the town, while I can still walk.” 

“Now Timmy,” Hodges spoke in his most patronizing tone. “We all want to live. But I 
can’t just leave Jack and Ace.” 

“Bah!” Timmy spat and looked up, pointing at the stars. “This town... Cactus Grove? It 
is north, yes?” 

“Ye-es,” Hodges replied. “Why?” 

Timmy lined up his body with the North Star, turned, and started walking. 

“Hold it!” Hodges leaned forward, grabbed Timmy’s shoulder and held him back. 


“Where do you think you’re going?” 
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Timmy looked at Hodges and snarled. “Get your hand off me, fool. You will die in these 
woods for being slow. This body must live. I must go.” 

Hodges lifted Timmy and bent him over his knee, about to smack the strange out of the 
boy, when the sound of an angry roar pierced the night. The hairs rose on the back of Hodges’ 
neck. 

Timmy slid off the Sheriff s knee. “Stuelkin,” he said, smirking. “The wizard. And he 
isn’t wasting time.” 

38 2K K K K 

Preacher had built a raging campfire and now poked it with a stick to pass the time. Hank 
had been sleeping since Kvorkia went to track down the other Lazy J boys, leaving Preacher 
lonesome and a little scared as night fell. He looked at Hank, snoring into his hat. 

“Hank,” Preacher whispered. “Hey, Hank... You awake?” 

Hank rolled to his side. 

Preacher took his stick from the fire, a lick of flame dancing on its tip, and slowly moved 
it toward Hank’s butt, testing how close he could get without touching. 

Hank grunted and rolled back over. Preacher yanked the stick away just in time. He 
sighed and plunged it into the fire. 

He thought about Indians, and how they would be all over a big ol’ fire like this one. If 
there were any around. It was getting bad when you wanted the company of savages. 

Preacher lay on his back and looked at the sky. “Our father who art in heaven,” he said, 
surprising himself, “hallowed be thy name...” 

Before he could think of the next line, a savage roar filled the air. It echoed off the trees, 


coming from every direction. Hank sat up with a start, slapping at his holster. 
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“What the hell is that?” 

Preacher shook his head, too scared to speak. When the scream died, it left behind an 
unnatural silence. 

Hank stood up, drawing his pistol and holding it loose at his side. “Has Kvorkia 
returned?” he asked in a low voice. 

Preacher shook his head again. 

“Damn.” Hank turned around, peering into the darkness. “I sure wish he were here.” 

Suddenly a fierce wind burst through the trees, almost knocking Hank down. It scooped 
up Preacher’s campfire, embers and all, and shot it far into the night sky. It hung there, about 
twenty yards above Preacher’s head, then with a hissing bang, exploded like a firecracker, 
raining licks of flame on the two cowboys. 

Hank went to work stamping out the fires, slapping Preacher hard on the back where a 
burning hunk of wood had stuck to his vest. “Snap out of it, Preach,” Hank said. “Help me get 
these flames out.” 

Preacher helped a little, mostly following Hank around to stay close to him. When they 
finished securing the area, Hank went to check on Ridel who pranced nervously further down the 
trail. Preacher stayed right beside him. 

Hank comforted his horse, stroking the mane and whispering encouragement. Preacher 
went through the motions of calming his horse even though he himself was far from calm. He 
looked back to the ruins of his fire and signed himself with a cross. 

“Hey!” Hank yelled. “I saw that! I don’t want you messing around with that religion 
stuff. You don’t know what you’re doing, you might make it worse.” 


“T was just crossing myself,” Preacher said. “I didn’t mean nothing by it.” 
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“Yeah, well,” Hank said, eyeballing suspiciously. “I ain’t saying you’re doing it on 
purpose, but all the time I known you, you ain’t never done nothing but sleep on a Sunday. I just 
don’t want you making any mistakes now.” 

Preacher reached in his pocket and fingered the crucifix Kvorkia had given him. 

38 2K K K K 

Sheriff Hodges felt a whole lot better when he heard human voices, even if they were the 
frantic, useless voices of the Lazy J Boys. He had been carrying Ace while leading Timmy and 
Jack through the woods, using the stars to keep a northward course, and it had not been an easy 
trek. Timmy prodded him to go faster, encouraging him to leave the Goodeye boys behind. But 
strange things were happening as they traveled that night: cold spots where their breath billowed 
from exhausted lungs as frozen vapor, odd voices laughing in the dark, winds that came from 
nowhere and disappeared just as suddenly, lights dancing between the trees. Hodges knew he 
couldn’t leave the Goodeye boys behind. They would die of fright. 

Timmy, on the other hand, wasn’t scared at all. He only snorted with contempt at the 
phenomena. Hodges was more nervous about Timmy than all the spooks combined. He figured 
at best the boy was going brain dead. Worse, that wizard had done something to turn him evil. 
Considering he hadn’t been a good kid in the first place, putting more bad in him was just trouble 
waiting to happen. 

When he heard the bickering of the Lazy J boys, Hodges stopped and made a “shhh” sign 
with his finger against his mouth. Timmy looked angry, but Hodges didn’t want to alarm the 
cowboys lest they do something stupid. He crept to the trail and took a peek. Sure enough, Tom 
was flailing that side-iron of his about like a girl with a dandelion seed. They were arguing about 


whether or not they were being followed. 
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Hodges stood behind a tree and yelled: “Tom! Don’t shoot!” 

Tom immediately shot at the voice, missing the tree by a mile. 

“Damn it, Tom! It’s me! Sheriff Hodges! Put that gun down!” 

Tom didn’t shoot this time. Hodges waved his hand from behind the tree, then poked his 
head out real quick. He saw Tom still aiming and hid his head again. 

“Sheriff?” Tom hollered. “That you?” 

“Yes, it’s me! But I’m not coming out until you lower that pea shooter. You’re liable to 
miss what you’re aiming at and hit me.” 

Tom lowered his gun hand and the Sheriff moved around the tree. “Boys, I am glad to see 
you. We’ve got a situation here.” 

All three of the cowboys started talking at once, telling the Sheriff about the spooks, 
about how Kvorkia left them, asking him what they were going to do. Hodges raised his hands 
and told them all to shut up. 

“First things first. I need your horses.” 

This was not what the cowboys had in mind, and they immediately started complaining. 

Hodges explained that he had to get the three boys back to town and then he would return 
with reinforcements. The Lazy J cowboys didn’t like that plan and said so, but Hodges 
commandeered their horses and what little food they had anyway. He loaded Jack and Ace on 
Phil’s horse, while he and Timmy rode away on Scratchy’s mount. 

When he’d gone, Scratchy rubbed the cheek where, during the course of negotiations, the 
Sheriff had delivered a backhanded slap. “I don’t care if his wife does run the whore house, I 


ain’t voting for him next year!” 
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Had Stuelkin been less angry, he most certainly would have been scared. He had conjured 
a number of earth-bound satanic discards, and the one he was really interested in, the spirit of a 
Velea demon warrior that had been killed during the great war, was taking shape before him. 

But Stuelkin was too enraged to consider the possibility that this demon could hurt him. 
He waited impatiently, tapping his foot, as the protoplasm and raw elements congealed into a 
pulsing mess in the air above. As the shape gained mass, it plummeted to the ground with a 
sickening splat and continued bubbling over, sucking in more ethereal goop from the land of the 
dead. Soon a head formed, and with it a mouth, and the mouth bellowed the Velea’s battle cry. 
Every living animal within earshot, including the luckless cowboys on the ridge, shuddered at the 
sound. 

Stuelkin threw back his head and sighed, bored as he waited for the Velea to be reborn. 
He hadn’t yet healed himself from Djehntymose’s burns, and the whites of his eyes shone 
through the blackened skin of his face. 

Finally the demon solidified, hugging the ground and moaning, a once mighty devil 
reduced by the pain of resurrection to whimpering. It was twelve feet tall with a ten foot tail, red 
skin tight over a vaguely human musculature, and a head that was disproportionately large to 
accommodate two mighty horns that grew like elephant tusks from its mouth. A series of vents 
bisected its face, and they acted as a nose and separated its two octopus-like eyes. The top of its 
head was rough and textured like tree bark. 

Stuelkin stepped to the beast and kicked it in the side. The Velea fell on its back, 


clutching its stomach. “What is your name, demon?” 
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The creature tried to crawl but Stuelkin stomped on its neck and pinned it to the ground. 
“Satan has forsaken you, devil, I am your master now! I brought you back from oblivion, and I 
can return you there if you do not obey me. Now. What is your name, demon?” 

“Beius,” the Velea warrior hissed, “Beius the Velea. Have pity on me, Master, for I am 
hurt and confused.” 

“Beius...” Stuelkin took his foot away. 

Beius struggled to his hooves, balancing himself with one claw-like hand on the ground. 
The muscles on his back flared as he gasped for air. After some effort, he stood erect. 

Stuelkin was less than half Betus’ size. 

“You are a pathetic excuse for a Velea,” Stuelkin said. “It is no wonder Satan left you to 
rot. You have but one chance to satisfy me. Fail and you will vanish as if you never existed. 
Succeed and perhaps I will allow you to serve me. Perhaps.” 

“Thank you, Master,” Beius whispered. 

“You will show me where your body is buried. You will take me to Hassin’s staff!” 

3K 2 2K Kk 

Hank and Preacher met up with Kvorkia on the trail. As Hank related the strange 
phenomena of the flying campfire, the chilling bellow of Beius’s pain split the air and rattled 
their bones. 

“Aw, shit,” was all Hank could say. 

“Indeed,” Kvorkia agreed. 

The three of them waited until the shivers of terror finished coursing through their bodies, 
then Kvorkia turned his horse. “Follow me,” he said. 


“What’s going on?” Hank caught up to him. 
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“Your friends, the other cowboys, they made me angry so I left them to die.” 

“Oh,” Hank said. “So why are we going back?” 

“To die is one thing, inevitable really.” Kvorkia sighed. “But I do not want whatever 
made that sound to gain strength by eating those fools. They will die, but they will at least die 
fighting for me, not against me in the belly of some demon. Come!” 

38 2K K K K 

Shortly before midnight, they found the Lazy J boys huddled together against a fallen tree 
off the side of the road. Kvorkia was furious with them for allowing Sheriff Hodges to take their 
horses. Phil tried to explain about the injured children but Kvorkia cut him off. “Three boys? Do 
you still not believe? We are fighting for the lives of every human on this planet! And you let 
your horses go to save three boys!” 

“Hodges said he’ll be back in the morning,” Phil stammered. “He’ll bring help.” 


Kvorkia sneered. “He will be too late.” 


CHAPTER 8 — THE LAZY JOKERS EARN THEIR PAY 


Stuelkin’s angry spell brought back more than Beius, the demon warrior. In his haste, 
Stuelkin opened the door for a number of apparitions, which happened to be haunting the 
grounds of Antelope Ridge that night. And, because of Stuelkin’s violent disposition, the ones 
that did cross over came for the promise of mischief. 

When the midnight hour passed, these phantoms rose up against that which they hated 


most: living humans. 


Kokk k k 


122 


Kvorkia looked at his timepiece. Twelve o° one. 

A blast of artic air roared down the trail from Fort Kent and knocked the breath out of the 
cowboys. Phil fell to his rump. 

“Grab the horses!” Kvorkia cried, as the tree branch they’d been tied to snapped in the 
wind. Ridel came to Hank, dragging the other two horses along. Hank hugged his horse around 
her neck, shielding himself from the debris being whipped up by the wind. Preacher tripped over 
Phil as he tried to join Hank. Before he could push himself up, one of the excited horses 
accidentally stepped on his hand crushing the bones. Preacher howled in pain and shoved the 
hand into his armpit to keep it still. 

The punishing wind stopped as suddenly as it had started, leaving behind an unsettling 
calm. The only sound was Preacher’s pathetic whimpering. “Be ready, men,” Kvorkia 
whispered. “Here they come.” He pointed into the woods where shadowy forms solidified into an 
army of demons. They came in all shapes and sizes, some crawling, some jumping from tree to 
tree, their misshapen faces twisted with hatred. And they all had razor-sharp teeth. 

An emaciated-looking demon stepped into the trail, its fingernails scraping the ground, 
its mane of snow-white hair billowing high in the air. Its face was distended like a peanut, with 
vertical slits for eyes. It smiled, displaying rows of teeth that glittered like knives. The creature 
clicked its curved nails together, the sound ominous in the still of night. The other devils picked 
up on the noise and clattered their own nails, stomping their hooves, gnashing their teeth. The 
cacophony was deafening. 

Hank raised his gun, but Kvorkia pushed it aside. He drew a silver crucifix from a 
concealed pocket in the lining of his cape and leapt at the demon, maneuvering around the 


outstretched claws. He shoved the cross into the beast’s stomach, and his hand went through the 
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apparition as if it were smoke. The phantom shuddered, its face contorted in agony, then 
disappeared. 

The clattering in the trees stopped, and the demons advanced, their arms eagerly 
outstretched. Hank raised his gun arm again, but Kvorkia jumped into his line of fire. Kvorkia 
moved around his band of terrified cowboys, chasing the phantoms away with nothing but a 
pencil-sized cross. 

Hank picked up on what Kvorkia was doing and fashioned his own crucifix by looping 
Ridel’s leather reins into a cross knot. It looked more like an ankh than a proper crucifix, but, not 
knowing any better, Hank used it to back the demons down. 

“He-Ya!” Hank hollered, emboldened by his new weapon. “Hey y’all! Like this!” He 
showed his coworkers how to fight the demons. “You gotta make a cross!” 

Scratchy, frightened enough to try anything, grabbed the tree limb that had broken away 
with the horses’ bridles, stomped it in two pieces and lashed them together with his belt. Tom 
was still trying to shoot one of the devils as it lumbered towards him, red eyes flashing in the 
night. He fired six bullets into the beast with no effect. Scratchy pulled him back and thrust the 
cross forward. The demon hissed and retreated into the woods. 

They managed to form a tight half-circle around Preacher, who lay on the ground 
writhing in pain. Phil made a quick dash for the woods, grabbed two sticks, and rejoined the 
circle, tugging his belt off to bind the cross. 

“Watch the sky!” Kvorkia cried out. Sure enough, devils flew above them, translucent 
wings casting a faint red filter over the starlight. The devils rained burning coals upon the trail. 
As the hot rocks struck the horses, they panicked and tried to run, but Hank quickly hobbled their 


feet with his rope. The smell of burning horse hair infuriated him. 
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“Come down here and fight, you cowards!” Hank yelled up at the circling demons. A 
flaming stone knocked his hat off. 

Between the burning rocks and the advancing army of demons, the Lazy J boys were 
losing their circle. While flicking a flaming stone from his clothes, Phil accidentally dropped his 
cross and was bit by a tiny flying devil, no bigger than a bat. It latched on to his left shoulder and 
wouldn’t let go until Phil retrieved his cross and used it to pound the demon. It disappeared in a 
noxious cloud, leaving the entire left side of Phil’s body numb. 

“Keep your crosses up, men!” Kvorkia hollered. “They’ II drag us to hell!” 

Another small demon ran at them on four legs, like a lizard, and wrapped itself around 
Tom’s leg, snapping at his crotch. 

“God Damn it!” Tom cried and the lizard-devil shuddered with ecstasy. Kvorkia rammed 
his cross into the demon’s gaping mouth. It melted away like water. “No taking the Lord’s name 
in vain!” he yelled at Tom. 

Suddenly the attack halted. The flying devils stopped throwing rocks and the demons 
stilled. Kvorkia motioned for everybody to be quiet. 

In the silence he heard Preacher mumbling “...for thane is the kingdom and the power 
and the glory for ever and ever.... Amen.” 

The demons started approaching. 

Kvorkia fell to his knees beside Preacher. “Again,” he urged. “Say it again!” 

Preacher took a breath, squeezed his hand in his armpit, and said, “Our father who art in 


heaven...” 
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The demons stopped their advance. Tom, Phil, Scratchy and Hank closed the circle, their 
backs to Preacher and Kvorkia, keeping their eyes on the creatures that glared at them from the 
woods. 

“Hey, boss.” Hank bent down and whispered to Kvorkia, “What happens when Preach 
runs out of prayers?” 

“Runs out of prayers?” Kvorkia smiled. “Impossible!” 

Hank rebuilt his cross. Then built another just to be safe. 

38 2K K K K 

Hodges and the boys rode into town with hell at their heels. Some of the demons 
resurrected by Stuelkin’s spell had picked up on their trail and followed them. Timmy alerted the 
Sheriff that they were being pursued, so he kicked the horses to a gallop, leading the demons 
straight to Cactus Grove. 

It was past two in the morning by the time Hodges came to a hard stop in front of 
Charlie’s store. He lifted Timmy by the armpits and dropped the boy carelessly onto the dirt 
street. Behind him, a cloud of dust rose, kicked up by the demons chasing them. Hodges wasted 
no time dismounting. He grabbed Timmy’s collar and stumbled up the stairs with the boy in tow. 

“Charlie!” he called, banging on the door. “Open up!” 

Charlie opened the door, and Hodges pushed Timmy inside. “Here. Something’s wrong 
with him.” He turned back to the horses. Jack and Ace limped towards the shelter. “Hurry up!” 
Hodges ordered, shoving everyone inside and slamming the door behind him. 


“What’s going on?” Charlie asked. 
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Before Hodges could answer, the building shook as the demons from Antelope Ridge tore 
through town. They howled with laughter as they slammed into houses and storefronts, 
splintering wood with their terrible claws and breaking glass with whip-like tails. 

The citizens of Cactus Grove woke up screaming. 

Sheriff Hodges moved everybody behind Charlie’s counter just as the big front window 
shattered from the blow of a bear-sized devil. He drew his gun and fired, but the creature ignored 
him and pounced on the horses, ripping them apart and flinging their guts across the street. 

A flying demon swooped into the store and buzzed the counter. Everybody dropped to 
the wood-plank floor except Timmy, whose face registered boredom. When the beast circled 
back and rushed at Timmy, claws extended, the boy didn’t move. Hodges yelled for him to get 
down, but it was too late. The devil tore at his head. 

Just like at the valley of Fort Kent, Timmy’s wounds exploded in a cloud of red dust, the 
demon burst into flames and vanished, and in a moment the boy was healed, not a mark on him. 

“What the hell?” Charlie stammered. 

“It’s a new thing he does,” Hank said, walking to the boy. “Are you okay?” he asked. 

“T’m fine,” Timmy grunted, impatient. “But, I told you, this body needs food and water, 
or it will die.” 

“Right.” Hodges looked into the street and saw some of his constituents being chased by 
laughing monsters. Shotgun blasts rang out like a war was being waged. “That’ll have to wait 
for a moment.” 

“Because of those imps?” the boy asked, pointing at an enormously fat specter that was 
rolling down the street, occasionally stopping to take a bite from a bloody horse’s leg. “I can take 


care of them in a moment. But I won’t do anything until you feed me.” 
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“Charlie,” Hodges grabbed the Indian’s shoulder. “Fix this boy some grub.” 

A woman’s scream rose above the street chaos and Hodges froze. 

“Maria!” he cried and leapt over the counter, running out of the store as fast as his bulk 
could carry him. 

Timmy turned to Charlie. “Grubs will do,” he said. “But proper meat would be better.” 

38 2K K K K 

Hodges charged to Maria’s whorehouse like a mad bull, beating away anything in his 
path. He was too wired from hunger, fatigue, and stress to be frightened by the satanic creatures. 
He jumped through the broken door and climbed the stairs by threes to find his wife swinging a 
shotgun like a club at a small, child sized demon with an obscenely long tongue. The demon 
leered at Maria, licking its face. She landed a powerful wallop on the side its head, but the 
demon just winked lasciviously and smacked its lips. 

Hodges took two steps, grabbed the beast under its arms, and threw it over the railing. It 
howled before disintegrating in a puff of green smoke when it hit the wood floor. 

Maria grabbed her husband, hugging him around the neck and kissing his bristly face. 

“What took you so long?” she said in his ear. 

Hodges saw the other whores poke their heads from a door at the end of the hall to see 
what was happening. 

“We’ve got to get you someplace safe,” he said, taking her hand. 

“Look at this!” Lucy called from inside the room. They joined her at the window, where 
Lucy pointed at the church two blocks away. Some of the demons ran around the building, 


throwing things at the steeple, but it was obvious they wouldn’t go within ten feet of the place. 
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Isaac, the town’s priest, was herding as many people as he could into his church. Demons 
harassed him with projectiles, but did not attack. 

“Well, P11 be damned,” the Sheriff said. 

38 2K K K K 

Most of the working girls, Maria included, didn’t like the idea of going to church. But, as 
the alternative was fighting monsters, they allowed Sheriff Hodges and Isaac to lead them to the 
safety of God’s house. Isaac couldn’t resist sermonizing, remarking that God was punishing the 
women as they dashed through a barrage of stones for the whitewashed church doors. 

Maria and her crew staked out a corner of the building, away from the town’s glowering 
wives and mothers. Mrs. Walker latched onto the reverend’s theory that the demons were there 
to punish whores, and they should throw the harlots back outside, but that talk was squelched 
when Sheriff Hodges strode past the pews and joined his wife. 

Mrs. Walker bit her tongue. After all, she too had voted for Sheriff Hodges. 

“T’m going back out to help Isaac.” He gave Maria’s hand a squeeze. “Are y’all all 
right?” 

Maria pulled him down, forcing him to sit. “Isaac can handle it. He’s got some of the 
other’s helping him.” She touched his face. “You look tired.” 

He rested his head against her chest. “Honey, you have no idea.” 

Within minutes the Sheriff of Cactus Grove was sleeping soundly in his wife’s lap. 

38 2K K K K 

Preacher had gone through about an hour of the Lord’s Prayer before he switched to 

another safe bet: the Hail Mary. He tried the one that starts “Yea though I walk through the 


valley of darkness,” but he stumbled over the words and the demons started closing in, so he 


129 


went back to alternating between Lord’s Prayer and Hail Mary. But, Lord, was he getting tired of 
those prayers. And his voice was giving out as well. The only thing that kept him going was 
when he opened his eyes and saw the hideous monsters waiting in the woods. “Valley of 
darkness,” indeed. 

Hank called Kvorkia to the side so he could talk without interrupting Preacher. 

“He can’t do this all night, you know. Even if he could, what if they don’t just magically 
disappear at daybreak?” 

“They will.” 

Hank watched a devil swinging from a tree. It smiled at him, displaying two pointy rows 
of dagger-like teeth. 

“I don’t like waiting. I say we take the fight to them, now, while they are off guard.” 

Kvorkia studied Hank’s face, surprised. 

“T agree. You are a man of great faith, Hank. Together we can beat them,” Kvorkia said, 
gripping Hank by the arm. “First we need some branches. Long, thick ones. 

Hank used his leather cross to shoo away the demons as he foraged for branches. When 
he returned, Kvorkia used Tom’s knife to whittle crude handles on one end and notched smaller 
branches to the other, making four long crucifixes that could be wielded as wooden swords. 

Hank grabbed his and tossed it from hand to hand, enjoying the feeling of having a real 
weapon to use. Scratchy and Tom each took one while Phil, still numb from the shoulder bite, 
stayed with Preacher, cross at the ready. They imitated Hank, waving the crosses as if they were 
toy swords. Kvorkia jumped up and swung his branch over his head in a perfect circle. 


Crouching in a fencer’s stance, he brought the stick down, thrusted twice, spanning the width of 
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the trail, reversed directions with one leap, parried left then right, twirled the wood back over his 
head, and went to one knee, the branch at a sixty degree angle from his foot. 

“Are we ready?” he asked, flashing a wicked grin 

3K 2K K K K 

Kvorkia put a hand on Preacher’s shoulder and whispered in his ear, “When you finish, 
go back to Psalm 89 and the valley of darkness.” 

Preacher finished his thousandth Lord’s Prayer of the evening in a panic. “I don’t know 
all the words!” he said in one breath, terrified of giving the demons an opening. 

“Do your best,” Kvorkia patted him gently and took his place with the Lazy J boys. They 
had their wooden swords at the ready, forming a half circle around Preacher who started with the 
only words he knew for sure: “Yea thou I walk through the valley of darkness, and hellhounds do 
snapith at my heels, I will fear no evil for I have a... knife? No! Staff! And it’s the staff of 
God...” 

The devils perked up their ears. Finally the accursed words of God had stopped and been 
replaced by gibberish. The first to return to the trail were the most aggressive, and subsequently 
the ugliest. They leapt high in the air and came crashing down not ten feet from where the 
cowboys stood. 

“Stand still,” Kvorkia told the anxious cowboys. “Let them come closer...” 

The demons drew near, rubbing scaly claws together and hissing with forked tongues. 
Tom panicked and lashed out at one, missing by a yard, but the act alone startled the devil and it 
fell on its haunches. Kvorkia stabbed it with his cross, causing the creature to disappear in a puff 
of smoke. 


“Now, men!” Kvorkia yelled. “Drive them back to hell!” 


131 


When Tom and Scratchy saw how easy it was to dispatch the demons, they grew brave 
and ran to meet their tormentors. The phantoms were not prepared for the fight. They were hell’s 
rejects, weak enough to be seduced by a wizard’s angry whim. For the most part their power 
came from fear; without it they were no match for any living human. 

When the cowboys came at them wielding the hated symbol of God’s son, many of the 
demons fled to the safety of purgatory, vanishing into thin air. The ones that stayed relied upon 
their gruesome appearances to scare the humans into submission. Phil shrank from a devil that 
jumped out of its skin and came at him as a sticky heap of bones, but Hank smote the skeleton 
with his weapon. Tom’s stomach heaved when a flying monster bombed him with the severed 
head of his dead horse, but when the beast flew around for another assault, Tom raised his stick, 
catching a wing on the cross, and the devil spun out of control, careening into the netherworld 
with a scream. 

Kvorkia searched for and confronted the largest, most terrifying demon in the woods. It 
stood seven feet tall and had a rack of horns that added another two feet, the tips of which burned 
red in the night. Its eyes were yellow, and its down-turned mouth had a pronounced overbite that 
allowed for two thick fangs, which were almost long enough to reach its chest. Its body was all 
muscles and sinew, and only partially covered by flesh. The flesh it did have crawled around in 
sinister patterns. 

It laughed as Kvorkia approached. 

“Share your mirth with the devil,” Kvorkia said, “for Iam sending you back to hell!” 

“Yes, and I will be seeing you there soon enough, my friend,” the monster hissed, spit 
dripping from its fangs, “for you win nothing tonight. Beius the Velea is free and your souls are 


lost!” 
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Kvorkia thrust with the wooden sword, but the phantom disappeared before he made 
contact, its laughter lingering after it had gone. 

38 2K K K K 

Timmy finished eating then rested his head on the table. Within moments he was asleep. 
Charlie had already put the Goodeye twins in the backroom with Sue, all three of them sleeping 
like dead folk. Probably not the best analogy, Charlie thought as he watched the carnage in the 
street; men running to and fro, screaming as demons chased them. He looked at Timmy, snoring 
away with his head resting on folded arms. 

The boy had eaten more than Charlie thought possible for such a small body: jerky, 
tortilla, eggs, steak... He kept at it for half an hour. Charlie worried his stomach would explode, 
but when the boy jammed the last bit of pie into his mouth, he simply burped, mumbled 
something about “this unfortunate body,” and went to sleep right there at the table. He still 
looked pale and greenish, but at least now his ribs weren’t visible through his shirt. 

Charlie thought about what Timmy had said earlier, about taking care of the monsters 
after he’d eaten. Was it possible that this sickly boy could save the entire town from hell’s own 
soldiers? He had made short work of the flying devil that attacked him.... 

Charlie shook Timmy by the shoulder and gently whispered for him to wake up. The boy 
continued snoring. Charlie shook him harder and said right in his ear, “Wake up!” 

Timmy didn’t stir. 

Charlie moved back and rubbed his chin. He took a cast iron pot, filled it with water from 


the runoff barrel, and dumped it on Timmy’s head. The boy woke with a cry. 


133 


For a moment Charlie saw a terrified child, but that image lasted only an instant. Timmy 
soon returned to the brooding, red-eyed boy that had promised to get rid of the demons then ate a 
week’s supply of food. He pushed the wet hair from his face and frowned at Charlie. 

“What is the meaning of this?” 

“You said you would help get rid of these devils,” Charlie answered. 

“Bah!” The boy dismissed him with a wave. “They will be gone come morning. Let them 
have their fun.” He yawned, closing his eyes. “I must sleep.” 

Once again Charlie took a pot of water and dumped it on the boy’s head. 

“You fool!” Timmy shouted, jumping to his feet soaking wet. “I will kill you for this!” 

“Tell me how you would get rid of the devils, and I will let you sleep.” 

“They are NOT devils,” Timmy said, striding to the door and throwing it open. The 
phantoms were gleefully tearing buildings apart, slaughtering any animal they could get their 
claws on. Fires had started in numerous locations, creating a hellish atmosphere of smoke and 
shadows. Timmy chuckled. 

“Oh, very well, I will rid you of these imps.” Timmy stepped into the street. “I shouldn’t 
be wasting time anyway. I have much to do, much to do.” 

Charlie cried out in alarm when he saw one of the demons galloping at Timmy. The boy 
flicked his wrist and the demon imploded with a loud pop, a flicker of flames lingering in the air 
where it had been. 

Timmy strode down the street casting away devils left and right. When they realized they 
were being hunted, many of the demons fled back to the safety of the desert. Still, there were 
quite a few of them besieging the church, furious at the steeple and mighty cross. Timmy looked 


at them and shook his head. “Pathetic,” he said. 
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Timmy walked past the devils, vanquishing those who tried to stop him. He dropped to 
one knee and scooped up a handful of dirt from the churchyard. It sizzled in his hand. He tossed 
it in the air where it swirled until it formed a small funnel. The funnel zipped through the 
cemetery, sucking up more dirt, growing until it was the size of a man. Then it took the shape of 
a Christian warrior. His corselet was made of interwoven plates of iron ending just below his 
waist. A short skirt made from tanned leather protruded from below his armored torso. His legs 
and arms were covered with iron splints. The outfit was made complete by a colorful, ornate 
shield and a massive sword. The warrior raised the sword and with a mighty roar pursued the 
devils besieging his church. 

The Christian was a relentless fighter, slicing and hacking as he flew through the air, 
slaying the unholy creatures of the night. Then he stalked into town and rooted out all that 
remained there. Fast as the wind he cut through everything that wasn’t of the earth. In a matter of 
minutes, Cactus Grove was free from the nightmare of Stuelkin’s spell. 

Finished with the devils, the warrior returned to the church. He towered over Timmy and 
raised his sword, sensing the evil blood of Djehntymose running through the child’s veins. 
Timmy lifted his hand, and the warrior turned to dust and fell back to earth, a large pile of dirt. 
The boy yawned and walked back to Charlie’s store. 

“Bring me that man, the one you call Sheriff,” Timmy said as he walked past Charlie, 
who waited in the street. “He must take me to Antelope Ridge. Now.” He continued into the 
store and went to the backroom where the other boys slept. Charlie followed him. 

“Well?” Timmy said, rubbing his eyes with tiny, childish fists, “Hurry up! I have much to 


do!” The boy rested his head on a pillow. “Find that man Hodges and bring him to me at once!” 
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Charlie stood there for a minute until he heard the boy snoring, and then gently closed the door 
behind him. 
38 2K K K K 

Maria fended the townspeople off as long as she could, but eventually Mrs. Walker 
forced her way through the wall of whores to make demands upon the sleeping Sheriff. After all, 
she had voted for him! But the two hours of sleep had worked wonders for Samuel Hodges, and 
he woke up ready to boss people around. 

He calmed Mrs. Walker with assurances of protection: “I’m not sure why they came, 
Mrs. Walker, it could very well have been for our whores. Lord knows we do have the best 
damned whores this side of the river Styx. But we’ll put a steeple on the whorehouse if that’s 
what it takes to keep them from coming back.” 

She stomped away making promises about how she would use her vote next year. 

Hodges asked around and learned little Timmy had been in the churchyard during the 
excitement, but left with Charlie soon after it was over. Some said he was the one who brought 
the Christian Warrior to life, others said the Warrior looked like it was going to destroy him at 
the end. Most just thought the boy had been playing in the dirt. Hodges figured it was time to 
have a pow wow with Charlie, see if they could figure out what was wrong with the boy. 

Hodges found the pharmacist hammering sheets of plywood over his broken window. He 
gave Charlie a hand, holding the board in place while Charlie hammered. “What do you think of 
Timmy?” Hodges asked over the banging. 

Charlie finished the nail and said. “I never liked him much before. And this is not an 
improvement.” 


“So what do you think it is? Demonic possession?” 
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“Yes.” Charlie started on another nail. 

“Hold on a minute.” The Sheriff stopped him. “I know you think all us white people are 
ignorant about spiritual kinds of stuff, and I agree. I sure am. That’s why I’m asking you for 
help. I could take him to Isaac and do all that Christian mumbo jumbo, exorcism or whatever, 
but, well, to be honest, I like you better than Isaac.” 

“He doesn’t care for your wife,” Charlie said. 

“That’s part of it. Also, I have this notion that the West is different. Since moving here 
I’ve found most of the romantic ideas of a new frontier to be so much buffalo chips, but still the 
thought of the way your ancestors lived on this land, the closeness they had to this earth... Can 
you understand what I’m trying to say?” 

“Sure. You prefer my mumbo jumbo over Isaac’s.” 

“Well phrased,” the Sheriff said leading Charlie inside. They walked to the backroom and 
whispered as they watched the children sleeping. 

“So you would like to know how I would cure Timmy of this demonic possession?” 

“Yes.” 

“Take that,” Charlie pointed at Sheriff’ s gun, “and shoot him in the head.” 

Hodges slouched. “Okay, but pretend it wasn’t Timmy. Pretend it was some kid you 
liked.” 

“The answer would still be the same.” 

“That’s a little rough, don’t you think?” 

“Honestly, I doubt even that would work. You would likely have to saw off the head and 


burn the body. I would have killed him myself,” Charlie confessed, “but I didn’t want to make 


you angry.” 
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“Right.” Hodges sighed. “I’m not saying you’re wrong, but maybe I will go to Isaac, that 
self-righteous sonofabitch.” 

“T should tell you, the child was asking for you before he fell asleep. He said he had 
‘much to do’ and wanted you to take him back to Antelope Ridge.” 

“Yeah.” Hodges rubbed his forehead. “I almost forgot about that. Charlie, let me tell you, 
you think Timmy is creepy, you should see these two characters holed up in Fort Kent. These 
guys are begging to be chopped up and burned.” 

“I would not take Timmy back there,” Charlie said. “Do not make the mistake of thinking 
he is the lesser of two evils.” 

“Well he couldn’t be more evil, that’s for sure. How are Jack and Ace?” 

“Sleeping. I bound Ace’s ankle and fed them both before they slept.” 

“Thank you. The Goodeye’s will be glad to know it. Alright, I’m going to see if I can 
scrape a posse together and head over to the ridge. The Lazy J boys are still there and they need 
horses.” 

“Will you take Timmy with you?” 

“What do you suggest?” 


“Tf you take him, don’t bring him back.” 


CHAPTER 9 — MOTIVATING THE TROOPS 


Morning found the Lazy J boys sitting around a campfire, recalling highlights of their 
victory over the demons. Scratchy had even captured a tiny, bug-sized devil and was gleefully 


thumping its caterpillar-like head. Kvorkia had bound Preacher’s hand with field dressing and 
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plied him with vodka from a pocket flask, giving the cowboy much needed lubrication for his 
prayer-parched throat. Phil was able to move his left arm again, the demon bite feeling better by 
the minute. Although they were tired and aching, all things considered, the cowboys felt pretty 
good about the coming day. 

Kvorkia wandered down the trail to watch the beginning of another bloody West Texas 
sunrise. He didn’t share in the boys’ sense of accomplishment, but he wanted to give them some 
time before telling them that the hard part was yet to come. The demon had said Beius the Velea 
was alive, and although Kvorkia didn’t know the name, he knew the tribe. Velea demons were 
uniquely ferocious, almost impossible to kill, and hadn’t been allowed on the earth in over two 
thousand years. If Stuelkin had brought one back from the dead, it would be, as they say in 
Texas, Double Trouble. 

The sky changed colors: purple to orange to crimson. Kvorkia imagined a Velea warrior 
riding across the red sky, wings of fire, holding the staff that would bring destruction to all 
mankind. Kvorkia felt tired, impotent. He could never win with the resources he had now. 
Although they showed signs of improvement in last night’s battle, these cowboys weren’t 
soldiers. And even if they were, he would need five times as many of them to have a chance 
against Stuelkin’s magic. Kvorkia turned and shuffled back to camp. 

Scratchy had put the tiny demon in his boot and was rattling it like dice. “Lucky seven!” 
he called and upended the boot, laughing as he watched the creature roll across the dirt. 

The little devil tried dizzily to stand. It hissed and wrapped itself in its tail, curling into a 
protective ball. Scratchy grabbed it again and tossed it in the boot. 


“Just kill the miserable thing,” Hank said, pouring fresh coffee. 
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“T’m thinking [ll keep it as a pet.” Scratchy peered into his boot. “Not many people can 
say they have a pet devil.” 

“There’s probably a good reason for that.” Hank blew steam from his cup. “Kill it before 
you get hurt.” 

“Nah.” Scratchy pulled the creature from his boot. It was crimson with anger. It tried to 
bite Scratchy’s hand, but its mouth wasn’t big enough and its teeth scraped harmlessly against 
the thumb. “Hee hee! Kinda tickles.” Scratchy offered it to Tom. “Wanna hold her?” 

“Her?” Tom asked, moving away, “How do you know it’s a she?” 

“It’s a devil, ain’t it?” 

“Get rid of it,” Kvorkia demanded, stepping into the firelight. “We haven’t time for such 
foolishness. I fear we have been delayed too long already.” 

“What are you talking about?” Phil asked. “I thought we were waiting here for Sheriff 
Hodges to come back?” 

“You can stay. You and Preacher. Preacher because he is hurt, you because you are too 
fat to ride double and we only have three horses.” Kvorkia frowned at him, but Phil smiled as he 
folded his hands over his round belly. 

“Wait a minute,” Tom said. “Where do you suppose we’re going? Ain’t we already been 
through hell?” 

“Last night was nothing compared to the horrors of Hassin’s staff. If Stuelkin claims it, 
all is lost.” 

“There you go with that stupid staff story again.” Tom dismissed Kvorkia. “Well I ain’t 
falling for it. I figure we’ve already killed all the devils in this land, stick or no stick.” 


Kvorkia glared at Tom. “I haven’t time to argue. Hank?” he asked. 
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“I ain’t a coward,” Hank said. “Of course I'll ride with you.” 

Tom snorted at this obvious ploy to play on his bravery. After two years Hank still didn’t 
know him well at all. 

“Scratchy?” Kvorkia turned to the last cowboy. 

Scratchy had surreptitiously hidden the little she-devil in his saddle bag while Kvorkia 
was talking. He felt oddly relieved he hadn’t had to kill the tiny creature. “I dunno,” Scratchy 
said. “I lost a lot of sleep last night.” 

“Don’t waste my time. Are you with us?” 

“Well, that depends...” 

“I will make it worth your while,” Kvorkia said. “Is that what you need to hear?” 

“Yeah, something like that. But it depends on how worth my while?” 

“Name a price.” 

Scratchy rubbed his chin and consulted the stars. 

“Quickly!” 

“Well, shit. Five thousand dollars!” Scratchy blurted out. 

“You will have ten. Saddle your horse.” 

“Hot damn.” Scratchy jumped up and joined Hank, who was feeding Ridel his morning 
clump of sugar. 

“Wait a minute!” Tom said. “How do we know you’ll pay?” 

Kvorkia walked to where Tom was sitting and glared down at him. “Are you calling me a 
liar?” 

Tom scooted back, stammering. “Well, well, no, but, I don’t know how much money you 


have. You might not have enough to pay for me, if I go.” 
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“T have said — if you ride with me, and you live, you will be rich. I cannot guarantee the 

first part, but I am more than capable of providing the second. Do not insult me again.” 
38 2K K K K 

Phil and Preacher watched the four men ride down the trail to Fort Kent. The sunlight had 
barely reached the tops of the trees, yet sweat trickled down the back of their necks. “You think 
we’ll ever see them again?” Phil asked. 

Preacher shrugged, his throat still sore from last night. 

“Maybe you could say a prayer or something,” Phil suggested. 

Preacher shot Phil a dirty look from beneath his battered hat. As far as he was concerned, 
he’d prayed enough last night to last a lifetime. 

38 2K K K K 

Sheriff Hodges couldn’t round up much of a posse, seeing as how most men were busy 
putting their houses back in order after last night’s attack. He was able to secure three good 
horses and a thirty year old bachelor named Delbert Brown to help him retrieve the stranded 
Lazy J boys from Antelope Ridge. They left as the sun was on the rise, the vast expanse of the 
valley turning from bruised purple to burnt orange. 

Timmy went with them, riding on the same horse as Sheriff Hodges. 

“What’s with the kid?” Delbert asked the Sheriff as they started their journey. 

Hodges thought about that for a moment. Timmy had insisted on going, threatening to 
kill Hodges if he didn’t take him, but that wasn’t the reason. And it wasn’t because he wanted to 
chop him up and leave him for dead in the desert as Charlie suggested. It was a hard thing to 


justify, and even harder to put into words, but Hodges’ real motivation for taking the child was 
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because he liked to keep things interesting. Something told him that pitting the kid against that 
damned wizard at Fort Kent would be very interesting indeed. 

“He’s my new mascot,” Hodges answered, rubbing the boy’s head. “Like those fire 
houses back east with their Dalmatian puppies.” 

Timmy grunted his disapproval, and Delbert was sorry he’d asked. 

3K 2K K K 2k 

Impatient though he was, Stuelkin had to allow Beius time to grow strong enough for the 
journey into the desert. He healed his own wounds caused by Djehntymose’s fire while he 
waited. By morning his skin was back to normal, smooth and taut, a little darker perhaps, but one 
should expect to get a tan in West Texas. 

Stuelkin didn’t waste time admiring his healthy new look. At first light he rousted Beius 
and commanded him to find Hassin’s Staff. 

“Master,” the demon hissed. “I cannot. I need food and blood. I am too weak to make the 
journey.” 

It was a trick. Stuelkin knew if he allowed the demon more strength, his power would 
grow unbounded, and that sarcastic tone in which he had said the word “Master” would turn to a 
chilling damnation when he switched the term to “Slave.” Stuelkin had been an evil wizard for a 
long time, and it is not a profession that suffers fools. He felt insulted by the obvious ploy. 

“Weak, are you?” Stuelkin grabbed the devil by his horns and pulled the massive head 
down until they were eye to eye. “Then you shouldn’t waste energy disobeying me.” 

Stuelkin spoke another spell and the horns dissolved in his hands. Beius was too great a 
warrior to show pain, but Stuelkin could feel the monster tremble in agony. With the horns gone, 


two bloody pits were left on the sides of the demon’s head. 
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“Grow them back, Beius, and I will destroy them again,” Stuelkin said. “You are not 
lapping at Satan’s feet anymore, dog. In his wisdom he discarded you, and in my foolishness I 
have resurrected you. But I grow wiser by the minute, and I will send you back to oblivion if I 
suspect you are trying to trick me. 

“Now. Take me to where your body is buried.” 

38 2K K K K 

Kvorkia and his cowboys made Fort Kent just before noon. Kvorkia sent Scratchy and 
Tom to search the place, but he knew Stuelkin was gone. He rode with Hank to the stable, where 
the cowboy pointed out horse tracks and wagon ruts heading west. The tracks were fresh, maybe 
half a day old. 

“He’s riding a wagon,” Hank said. “That’ll slow him down.” 

Kvorkia spurred his horse ahead, looking at the tracks; he stopped and motioned for Hank 
to join him. 

“See?” Kvorkia pointed at the ground. There were giant hoof prints running parallel to 
the wagon tracks, about ten feet away. The tracks were similar to those left by a lizard’s feet and 
tail in the desert sand. Except this lizard had to be about ten feet tall. 

“What the hell made those?” Hank asked. 

“What Stuelkin was really doing last night,” Kvorkia answered. “He brought back a 
Velea demon.” 

“No kidding.” Hank kicked at a hoof print, filling it with dirt. “So what’s a Velea demon 
do?” 


“The same thing other demons do. But they are a lot better at it.” 
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“Well, I ain’t worried. We whupped a whole army of them last night, I don’t see how one 
could be that much more trouble.” 

Kvorkia nodded, seeing no point in ruining his friend’s day. 

“Hey!” Scratchy called from the Fort, waving his hat to get their attention. “We found 
something! Come on!” 

Hank’s spurs jingled as he and Kvorkia trotted back. They followed Scratchy to the 
Officer’s club. 

“What did you find?” Hank asked. 

“Some guy,” Scratchy said, frowning. 

“Alive?” 

“See for yourself.” Scratchy opened the door and introduced them to what was left of Lin 
Platt. 

The smell was bad, and bugs were starting to have their way with the rotting flesh, but 
the zombie’s eyes still rolled and focused on whoever entered the room. The gums had turned 
black behind the white teeth, and the smile was ghastly. The best part of Djehntymose had 
escaped into Timmy, and what was left hadn’t bothered performing any maintenance, so the 
stump where the leg had been sawed off was festering and foul, painful to look at. 

“He don’t talk much,” Tom quipped. 

“Shut up,” Hank told Tom. “What are we going to do with him?” he asked Kvorkia. 

“Tt,” Kvorkia corrected Hank. “It’s a zombie, no longer a man. We leave it here.” 

Kvorkia turned to go, but Hank stopped him. “Shouldn’t we bury it at least? Say some 


words?” 
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“Say all the words you like, but don’t get close to it. Zombies can move deceptively fast. 
Kvorkia looked again at the zombie’s face, wincing as the thing’s lips curled into an even wider 
smile. “On second thought, don’t say any words for this one. He doesn’t look right. Let’s just 
leave.” 

And so they did, closing the door behind them. Hank wondered where Kvorkia learned 
how to tell when exactly a zombie didn’t look right. 

38 2K K K K 

It was afternoon by the time Sheriff Hodges and his gang came upon Preacher and Phil. 
They were taking it easy, leaning against some trees, resting in the shade. 

“Thank God for the Lazy J cowboys,” Hodges greeted them. “Always doing their part to 
save the forests by holding up trees. Do you even know what your legs are for anymore?” He 
dismounted and lifted Timmy off the horse. Delbert also got down to stretch his legs and drink 
some water from his canteen. 

“Yov’re late,” Phil said. “Just like Kvorkia said yov’d be.” 

“He’s lucky I made it at all. Cactus Grove was almost destroyed last night by a gang of 
devils.” 

“Well, you weren’t the only one fighting them. I’d say we must have killed over a 
hundred of ‘em our own selves. Ain’t that right, Preach?” 

“Not that many.” Preacher stood up and dusted off his pants. “Thou shall not bear false 
witness.” 

“Oh Lord,” Hodges said. “Here we go. Have you found faith again, Preacher?” 

“Enough!” Timmy yelled. “We cannot waste the day on banalities. Take me to Fort Kent. 


Now!” 
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The Lazy J boys gaped at Timmy. Not to think poorly of the dead, but this was how Mrs. 
Compton raised her kids? Sheriff Hodges just smiled like a kind, patient uncle. “Now, now, little 
Timmy, what does every good child know? It’s better to be seen than heard?” 

Timmy crossed his arms and glared at the lawman. “You had best obey me. I will not 
stay in this body forever, and I do not forgive insolence.” 

“Jesus,” Delbert said. “You want me to spank him for you?” 

“No,” Hodges answered. “He’s going through a rough time now, having lost his mother 
and all. Plus I think he’s possessed by a demon. Just ignore him.” 

Timmy turned his back and tried mounting the horse by himself, but he was too small. He 
gave up and stood next to the animal, glaring at Sheriff Hodges. 

“He don’t look so good,” Preacher remarked. 

“He does alright,” Hodges said. “Where is that boss of yours?” 

“He rode out this morning with Hank, Scratchy, and Tim to Fort Kent. They were going 
to stop that evil dude and save mankind,” Phil said. “Didn’t seem too hopeful about it though.” 

“T reckon we should go help then. I brought y’all some horses.” 

Preacher and Phil exchanged looks. “We was going to just ride back to town.” Phil said. 
“Preach here got his hand busted up and, well, Mr. Kvorkia reckons I’m too fat to be much 
help.” 

“Nonsense.” Hodges walked their horses to them. “I’m deputizing both of you right now. 
Preacher, Phil, do you solemnly swear to uphold the laws of Texas and the United States of 
America as deputies of Cactus Grove in Antelope County?” 

“Wait a minute!” Phil cried. 


“You won’t uphold the laws?” Sheriff asked. 
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“No! I mean, I don’t want—” 

“No, you won’t uphold the laws? Phil...” 

“Yes, of course, I won’t. Wait....” 

“You said yes. You’re a deputy. Back out now and PI arrest you for desertion. 
Preacher?” 

“Yes, Pll go.” Preacher sighed, much the same way one suspects Saint Thomas sighed as 
he was killed by savages for spreading the word of God. 

Sheriff Hodges mounted his horse and lifted Timmy to sit in front of him. “Things are 
looking up for mankind,” he said as they started down the trail to Fort Kent. 

38 2K K K K 

The sun met the horizon with a shimmer, the desert sand reflecting the day’s last light 
and bouncing it back to the atmosphere in a gold and red kaleidoscope of color. Beius’ shadow 
stretched impossibly long as he stood in the exact center of the desert, the sands uninterrupted for 
miles save by Stuelkin’s horse and wagon. He flared his wings and half the world was cast into 
darkness. 

“Here,” he pointed straight down, “is where the dust of my body lies. Master.” 

“Good,” Stuelkin said, drinking from a canteen. “Dig.” 

“Master,” the demon said, “I will not last. My body thirsts for blood just as yours hurts 
for water after the long day’s journey. Let me have your horse, to give me strength so I may dig 
for your precious staff.” 

“Eat your own tail, Beius,” Stuelkin said. “You will die digging, or you will feast on the 


blood of Bishops if you deliver Hassin’s staff to me. Dig.” 
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Beius hung his gigantic head and fell to his knees. After a tremendous expulsion of foul 
breath which sent a cloud of light brown sand sailing over the desert floor, the demon dug into 
the parched ground with his claws. Earth rose and fell. 

Stuelkin smiled. Soon he would be holding Hassin’s staff. 

38 2K K K K 

Kvorkia led his men into the desert, following the distinctive tracks made by the Velea 
demon. Alas, though the hoof prints were deep and wide, they did not glow in the dark when the 
sun went down, and the moon was in the early stages of waxing, offering no help. Hank rode 
next to Kvorkia and spoke softly so as not to alert Scratchy and Tom. 

“You lost the trail, boss,” he said, motioning with his head. “It’s over there.” 

Kvorkia stopped and studied the ground from horseback. It was too dark to see anything 
clearly. 

“Are you sure?” he asked Hank. 

“Pretty sure. I’d have to get off my horse to be positive. I’m thinking that’s what we’ ll 
have to do anyway if we want to continue tracking in the dark. You get turned around in a desert 
like this, you wind up a thousand miles away from nowhere and dead.” 

Kvorkia hadn’t much experience with sand, but he had tracked during a blizzard. He 
knew the cowboy was right. 

“Then we dismount.” 

3K 2K K K K 
Tom and Scratchy complained about walking. It wasn’t right for a cowboy to be out of 


the saddle. And if they had to be out of the saddle, then they should be camping, not leading their 
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horses after tracks in the dark. But Kvorkia and Hank never lifted their heads long enough to 
respond to the griping. They kept their eyes to the sand, careful not to lose the trail. 

The sun had been down for hours when it happened again. Hank walked over to Kvorkia, 
Ridel leisurely pacing behind him, and said, “Boss. I think we lost the tracks.” 

True enough. When Kvorkia bent down to touch the tracks he thought he had been 
following, he found the surface smooth as glass. The monotony and strain had tricked their eyes, 
and they had lost the trail. 

Scratchy and Tom didn’t know enough to be frightened. They snorted and made snide 
comments while Hank and Kvorkia frantically back-tracked, desperate to get on course. To die 
fighting evil was one thing; getting lost in the desert like some Yankee was quite another. Hank 
felt disgusted with himself. 

“We find the tracks again,” Hank told Kvorkia, “I would seriously consider waiting for 
morning light before starting again.” 

Kvorkia looked at the stars and rubbed the back of his neck despairingly. Most likely they 
were too late already. If Stuelkin and his demon found Hassin’s staff before Kvorkia found them, 


there may never be morning light again. 


CHAPTER 10 — THE DESERT GIVES UP ITS TREASURE 


It was getting dark when Hodges rode his crew through the walls of Fort Kent. He 
figured the evil wizard was long gone, seeing as how they weren’t greeted by any bizarre winds 
or dancing lights, but he wanted to look around for clues, anything that would give him insight as 


to what the hell was going on. He told Delbert, Preacher, and Phil to tend the horses and get fresh 
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water as he went to the room where he’d been held prisoner. Timmy followed close at his heels, 
still petulant about being dismissed on the trail. 

“Well what do you know,” Hodges said as he lit the oil lamp and hung it from a nail 
pounded into the wall, illuminating Lin Platt’s body lying on the table. “My old friend.” 

The zombie’s eyes glowed in the firelight, as did his ghastly white teeth. 

Timmy maneuvered around Hodges and strode to the body. He pulled a bench up to the 
table and sat down next to the zombie’s legs. He took the stump where the one leg had been 
severed, wiped some of the gore off, and sucked at the open wound. Hodges’ stomach flipped 
twice as he watched Timmy drain the body of what little blood was left. When he’d finished, Lin 
Platt was no more; the light had gone from the zombie’s bulging eyes. Timmy licked his lips and 
pushed away from the table. The boy still looked greenish and sallow, but there was a new glow 
about him. 

“Are you planning on wasting more time here?” Timmy addressed the Sheriff. “Or can 
we go now? I remind you again, I have a limited amount of patience.” 

Hodges looked at the head of the ten year old boy as he passed by and walked out the 
door. Hodges thought of Charlie’s suggestion; cutting the boy up and burning the pieces. He 
tried to remember one time when the Indian had been wrong about anything. Nothing came to 
mind. 

IK 

It had gotten so dark, Hank considered crawling on his hands and knees to stay on the 
damn trail. But that would just be an invitation for more sarcasm from Tom and Scratchy. When 
they had first started, Hank had been silently relieved not to be traveling with Kvorkia alone, but 


now he sorely regretted the company of the two cowboys. 
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“This is stupid.” Scratchy continued the same conversation he’d been having for hours. “I 
ain’t goin’ one more step. Tom?” 

“T’m with you, Scratchy. We should’ve set up camp a long time ago.” 

The two stopped walking and muttered amongst themselves. They usually let Hank and 
Kvorkia get just far enough ahead so they could still see them, then ran to catch up, and this time 
was no different. Within minutes Scratchy and Phil were once again trailing Hank and Kvorkia, 
complaining all the way. 

“Why don’t you just make a torch,” Scratchy asked for the fifth time in the past hour. 
“Oh, that’s right, none of you smart folks brought any wood. I guess you figured on being in 
California before nightfall, huh?” 

Hank squeezed his eyes shut in the darkness and considered that if, as Kvorkia said, this 
was the end of mankind, it wouldn’t be all bad. 

A low rumbling came from the distance, growing louder and sending shock waves across 
the desert floor. The sand beneath their feet popped like a wind blew underneath the earth, each 
grain an excited flea. The rumbling noise ended in a sharp, whip-like crack, and the ground 
trembled, knocking Tom and Scratchy to their knees. Hank managed to hold on to Ridel and stay 
afoot. Kvorkia kept upright on his own. The earthquake lasted for a good five minutes, long 
enough for both Tom and Scratchy to give up on hollering, opting to curl into protective balls 
like babies in the womb. 

By the time the ground stopped shaking, Tom and Scratchy were partially buried in the 
sand and the horses reared and snorted, wild-eyed. Hank calmed Ridel and looked around for 


Kvorkia, spotting him a few yards off. 
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Kvorkia looked into the distance, his hands dangling limp at his sides. Hank jogged to 
him. “Kvorkia, are you alright?” 

Kvorkia answered by directing Hank’s eyes into the desert. “Do you see that?” 

Hank had to squint, but he did see something in the distance — a thick smoke-like column, 
barely visible in the night sky. It quivered in the air, rising high into the sky. 

“What the hell is it?” 

“T’m not sure.” Kvorkia sighed. “Shall we go find out?” 

“T reckon,” Hank said. “Beats listening to Scratchy and Tom complain.” 

3K 2 2k Kk 

Beius the Velea dug deep into the earth, half a mile beneath the desert floor, to where the 
dust of decayed men and demons mixed creating a noxious clay. The stench would have crippled 
the heartiest human, but the demon Beius greedily sucked it through his gills. He was frail, and 
he was in an unresponsive, patchwork body made of the weakest protoplasm that happened to be 
around when Stuelkin had cast his spell, but the odor of the pit gave Beius cause to hope. If he 
could somehow rebuild his old body from this unholy ground, he would certainly be able to turn 
the tables on his “master.” 

After hours of digging, he found Hassin’s staff and gripped the gnarled wood in his 
blistered claw. Evil energy flowed through the branch, charging Beius like an electric pulse. He 
could use the power to bring his body back and once again terrorize this pathetic planet, maybe 
even punish Satan for abandoning him so many years ago. 

Beius held the staff above his head. With a mighty roar he commanded the earth to 
rebuild his body, just as it had been when he first lost it. The ground shook and sand flew. A low 


rumble spread through the land. 
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But Stuelkin had anticipated this and built a failsafe into the reincarnated demon’s body. 
He’d used ventis souls in the spell giving new life to Beius, and when he felt the ground rumble, 
he commanded the animal spirits to return to the land of the dead and to rip the Velea apart in the 
process. 

What Stuelkin hadn’t planned on was the raw power of Hassin’s staff. As the ventis tried 
breaking free from Beius’ body, Hassin’s staff called them back, and a struggle ensued. Stuelkin 
stood at the edge of the pit, lifted his arms, and demanded obedience from his ventis, while 
Hassin’s staff refused to relinquish any part of the evil that held it. 

The result was a black column of wailing animal rage and pain that shot straight from the 
pit for miles into the sky. At the bottom of the column, Beius was liquefied and rebuilt every 
second. The pain was extraordinary, but as long as the demon had the will to fight, the struggle 
continued. 

It shook the earth for miles, terrorizing the citizens of Cactus Grove, who were once 
again faced with disaster as the earthquake tore apart their buildings and sent horses fleeing into 
the night. 

Eventually Beius wore down, and he dropped the staff. As soon as he released it, the 
column of smoke continued to rise until all the animal souls were expelled from the top, 
returning to the never-world from whence they’d been summoned. 

Stuelkin trembled from fatigue and wiped rivers of sweat from his face. That had been 
too close. He peered into the pit, and though he couldn’t see the staff, down there in the black, he 
felt its power calling him. He stepped over the edge and walked on air until he was at the center, 
then with a simple hand gesture he descended, slowly, smiling as he disappeared into the 


darkness of the pit. 
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38 2K K K K 


Kvorkia and his cowboys rode hard in the night toward the spot where they’d seen the 
black column. Hank led Tom and Scratchy, who liked running their horses in the dark even less 
than traveling on foot. But they were quiet enough — it was too hard to complain while 
concentrating on not breaking their necks. When Kvorkia saw Stuelkin’s wagon, he stopped the 
horses and whispered a warning for everyone to be silent. 

“Hank,” Kvorkia said, “come with me. You two stay here and keep quite!” Kvorkia and 
Hank dismounted and left their horses with Scratchy and Tom. They walked about two hundred 
yards to the wagon, and Kvorkia drew his pistol. He motioned for Hank to calm the horses and 
went to check in back. Hank stroked the horses’ noses and waited. A few moments later Kvorkia 
came back shaking his head. Nobody home. 

There were odd piles of sand around the wagon, some of them as tall as a man. Kvorkia 
gripped Hank’s shoulder, and they went to inspect the dunes. Climbing to the top of the largest 
mound, they saw the gapping pit at the foot of it on the other side. From the sheer amount of 
displaced sand, Kvorkia knew that the pit must be deep. Hank started down but Kvorkia held him 
back. “Not yet,” he whispered. 

Both men pulled their pistols and hid behind the sand, waiting for the groundhog to show. 

3K 2K K K K 

At the bottom of the pit, blind but for his magician’s sense of energy, laboring to breathe 
in the rancid air, Stuelkin found the object of his desire. Hassin’s staff lay submerged in the 
plasmatic glop that had been Beius’ body. It radiated warmth, like coal, but Stuelkin shivered 
when he reached for it. Born of a witch, raised by a coven, countless years spent mastering the 


black arts, fierce battles waged against priests who would stand against his powers... All of it 
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lead to this moment. He snatched the staff and yelled triumphantly as he held it to his chest, his 
body expanding as he absorbed the thousands of years of wickedness trapped in its gnarled, 
twisted wood. 

38 2K K K K 

“Did you hear that?” Hank asked. 

Kvorkia nodded then motioned for Hank to be silent. He figured Stuelkin was coming out 
of that pit with Hassin’s staff. If they could shoot him before being seen, then they had a chance. 
Provided the shot was a kill shot, through the heart or brain. Not easy under any circumstances, 
but even less so crouched in the dark. Kvorkia breathed through his nose and grabbed the wrist 
of his shooting arm to steady it. 

Hank pointed his own gun at the pit as well. He glanced at Kvorkia, wanting to ask more 
questions, but could tell by the severe look on the man’s face that there would be no talking. For 
his part, Hank wasn’t exactly sure what to do if something did come out of that pit. If it was one 
of those demons from last night, shooting it wouldn’t do any good, and if it was a man, well, you 
don’t just shoot a man with no warning. He kept looking to Kvorkia for some sign, but only saw 
the intense concentration in his steady eyes and furrowed brow. 

38 2K K K K 

Scratchy took his pet demon from the saddle bag and was playfully handling it as they 
waited for Hank and Kvorkia to return. “What the hell’s taking them so long,” Tom asked. 

“Damned if I know,” Scratchy answered, then chuckled as the tiny demon wrapped its 
tail around his thumb and started chewing on the calloused tip. 

“You still got that thing?” Tom frowned when he saw it. “I thought the old man told you 


to kill it?” 
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“So?” 

“So. It’s unholy. Kill it.” 

“Aw, Veronica ain’t so bad, are you sweetie?” Scratchy asked his pet, bringing it up to 
his face and making kissy noises at it. The demon spat at him, a teeny forked tongue licking his 
nose. Scratchy giggled. 

“Veronica?” 

“That’s her name. Veronica.” Scratchy stroked the devil’s head. Veronica responded by 
latching onto Scratchy’s hand, pushing apart his thumb and forefinger, and violently chomping 
on the soft flesh between them. Even Veronica’s tiny, dull teeth were strong enough to break that 
tender skin and once the demon got a good mouthful of flesh, it held on. 

“God damn!” Scratchy hollered, flailing his hand like it was on fire. The more he cursed 
the stronger Veronica’s grip held, and soon he was rolling on the ground, hammering at the 
demon with his other hand and yelling bloody murder. Tom stood back, pointed, and laughed 
until his belly ached. 

3K 2K K K K 

Scratchy’s screams and Tom’s laughter easily traveled the short, sandy distance to the 
ears of Hank and Kvorkia, who waited silently for Stuelkin to show himself. When Kvorkia 
heard the cries, his eyes bulged and his teeth ground together. Hank had never seen a man look 
so enraged. 

Hank scooted back down the other side of the sand dune, intending to shut the two fools 
up before Kvorkia’s heart exploded. Kvorkia whipped his head around and hissed at Hank, “Kill 
them!” 


Hank nodded, unnerved by the hatred shining in Kvorkia’s eyes. 
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Hank reached the bottom of the dune, saw the silhouettes of Scratchy and Tom fooling 
around in the distance, and ran to them. He’d only gone about ten yards when he noticed 
something was wrong. It was getting harder to move his feet, each step sinking deeper into the 
sand. He stopped and looked down. His boots sank into the ground. When he tried to lift them, 
his struggles caused him to sink deeper. 

One chilling thought ran through his mind: Quicksand! 

He’d heard of it before. Back when he was in Louisiana, a traveling salesman recreated 
what a pit of quicksand was like. He had a cowboy stand in it, get caught like a fly on glue paper, 
then gave the same cowboy a pair of his special boots and he was able to effortlessly step out of 
the sticky mess. At the time Hank reckoned it was more cow flop than quicksand and had saved 
his money, but now he was having second thoughts about those boots. They’d been pretty stylish 
too... 

By the time Hank finished that thought, he was up to his knees and sinking fast. He 
opened his mouth to call Kvorkia but remembered how the man had looked when Scratchy and 
Tom disturbed him. He resolved to free himself, bending at the waste to push out. His hands sank 
into the ground. He tried again with his elbows and wound up desperately arching his back to 
keep his chin from dipping into the quicksand. 

Hank swallowed and whispered, “Scratchy? Tom? Can you hear me?” But he knew they 
were too far away. He struggled for few more seconds then his torso started going under. He 
squeezed his eyes and hollered. “Hey! Help! Quicksand!” 

From the top of the sand dune, Kvorkia turned his head to the sound of Hank’s plea. The 
sand underneath him collapsed, and he pitched forward, rolling down the hill into the opening of 


the pit. He dropped his gun to free his hands for climbing. Frantically he clawed his way back to 
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the top even as the hill disintegrated under him. When he reached the peak, the sand stopped 
shifting, and he looked over his shoulder. 

His gun tumbled down the hill until it came to rest at the edge of the pit. A hand reached 
out and grabbed it. Kvorkia blinked sand from his eyes and watched as Stuelkin glided from the 
pit. He held Kvorkia’s gun in one hand and Hassin’s staff in the other. 

“Kvorkia.” Stuelkin greeted him with a smile. “I am so glad you’re here.” 

sk aK 

Sheriff Hodges decided to make camp at Fort Kent, despite Timmy’s warning that he 
would “die a horrible death” if he didn’t go immediately into the desert. Hodges ignored Timmy 
and set about commanding the other men to build a fire, make coffee, find some beds, and go 
about the other business of making camp. He picked up his rifle and headed for his horse, hoping 
there was enough light left to shoot a field rabbit for dinner. He found Timmy harassing the 
horses, brutally trying to mount one by clawing at its flank, fingers digging hard enough to draw 
blood. 

“Oh, that is it,” Hodges said, storming towards the boy and scooping him under one arm. 
“You are going to bed without supper, young man!” He proceeded to carry Timmy to the 
barracks where Lin Platt had first been held prisoner, where Oleg and Stuelkin had been so 
careless with the blood of Djehntymose. He threw Timmy inside and locked the door, all the 
windows having already been sealed. Hodges walked away with his head down, thinking hard 
about putting the boy out of everyone’s misery. 

Inside the dark room, the residual blood of Djehntymose that had been smeared on the 
walls and floor lifted from their surfaces and flew around Timmy in a particle cloud. 


Djehntymose carefully went into the boy’s lungs and started pumping, forcing big breaths. With 
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every mouthful of air, Timmy sucked in more dried blood, filling the lungs and esophagus, 
almost choking the boy from lack of oxygen. Djehntymose recognized the danger and pushed a 
blast of dust out with a forceful sigh. He had all night, he could take his time. He started again, 
slower this time, breathing in the remaining blood. Every ounce of the fine red dust added more 
strength to Djehntymose’s will and took away what remained of Timmy’s. 
38 2K K K K 

Hodges never did find a rabbit, but Phil found the kitchen, and when the Sheriff returned 
the cowboys were stuffed on beans, biscuits (courtesy of Phil who wasn’t bad with the pot- 
bellied stove), and some good spiced jerky. They saved him a plate, warming on the stove, which 
he gladly accepted as Maria never had the time or inclination to cook for him at home. Preacher 
sat with Hodges while he ate, content to rest and sip coffee, but Delbert and Phil asked 
permission to search the rest of the Fort for other treasures. The Sheriff told them not to go in the 
rooms where he knew Stuelkin had been, but everything else was fair game. They left with 
mischievous grins on their faces, knowing that there had to be booze around somewhere. 

“Don’t you want to go with them?” Hodges asked Preacher. “I’m sure they’ll find 
something to make that coffee hotter.” 

“Nah.” Preacher shook his head. “I’m thinking I’1l just go to bed after this. I’m awful 
tired.” 

“Yup,” Hodges muttered through a mouth full of biscuit. “It has been a pretty wild couple 
of days.” 

“What are you gonna do about Timmy?” Preacher asked, leaning back in his chair. 

“T haven’t decided yet.” Hodges picked a bean husk from his teeth. “Charlie thinks I 


should kill him and chop up the body.” 
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Preacher shuddered. “Damn. I mean, I don’t like the kid either, but that...” 

“Yeah, I know, but I don’t think there’s much Timmy left in there anyway. He’s got to be 
possessed by one of those demons we’ve been contending with these past few days.” 

“So can’t you just drive the demon out?” 

“Not me. I used up all my markers just getting to Texas, and I haven’t done much by way 
of showing the Boss appreciation since I got here.” 

“I didn’t mean you,” Preacher said. “I was thinking of Charlie or Isaac.” 

“T told you what Charlie wants to do. And Isaac... Well, I don’t think much of Isaac.” 

“But he is a minister.” 

“I suppose. Still, he’d probably just castrate the boy and consider his job done. Hell, Pd 
trust you over that pompous ass any day.” 

“T ain’t never been ordained.” 

“But you know the Bible.” 

“Hell, I read it, don’t mean I understand it.” 

“Still, if you want a crack at the boy before I put a bullet through his head and chop him 
up for the coyotes, you’re welcome to it.” 

“Now that ain’t funny.” 

Hodges chuckled, slopping up the rest of his beans with the last of the biscuit. Before he 
could shovel the food in his mouth, the ground rumbled. Preacher’s chair fell backwards, 
dumping the cowboy to the floor, where he covered his head for protection from the dishes as 
they cascaded off the table above. Hodges managed to get his legs under him before his chair 


toppled over and held onto the table. 
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Windows shattered and glass flew. Hodges watched helplessly as the stove upended, 
sending hot embers across the floor. A flaming quarter log rolled straight for Preacher and stuck 
to his shirt, smoldering as it melted the cotton fibers. Preacher slapped at it with his good hand, 
but it was too hot to grab, so he used his bandaged hand to push it away, burning a hole in the 
dressing. Hodges tried to reach the water bucket but lost balance when a larger tremor hit, and he 
wound up cowering next to Preacher. Hunks of flaming wood and shards of broken glass 
skittered across the wooden plank floor. Hodges kicked the table over and used the top as a 
barrier between them and the debris. 

It seemed to last forever, but eventually the tremors stopped, and Hodges pulled himself 
up then helped Preacher to his feet. Neither man spoke as they took in the extent of the 
destruction. The room looked as if it had been turned upside down, shaken, then flipped right 
side up again. Hodges stomped out a small fire that ate at the corner of a Mexican blanket. 

“I’m going to check on the others,” Hodges said, pushing the broken door out of his way. 
The Fort looked like a disaster area. There were no windows left unbroken. Shards of glass lay 
on the street, reflecting starlight and creating an oddly beautiful pattern, as if each fragment were 
its own fallen star. Hodges carelessly trampled them under his boots as he staggered down the 
street, calling for Phil and Delbert. 

He found them in Lin Platt’s sleeping quarters, both still cowering under the bed. Busted 
whiskey bottles spilled their contents across the floor, and the room smelled like a distillery. 
Hodges assured them the worse was over and they crawled out, each holding a bottle close to his 
chest. Hodges grabbed Phil’s, pulled the cork, and took a pull. Then, in the name of fairness, did 
the same with Delbert’s. “Check on the horses,” he ordered, handing the bottles back with a 


burp, “and be careful with these. You drop ‘em and it’ll be your asses.” 
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Phil and Delbert shuffled out, holding the bottles like swaddled babies. Hodges wiped his 
mouth, hitched up his belt, and went to check on Timmy. 

The building he’d locked Timmy in had been boarded so the windows weren’t busted, 
and there didn’t appear to be any structural damage aside from the loose roofing planks that were 
scattered about, but Hodges hoped against hope something heavy had fallen and crushed the boy 
during the excitement. That would be one less decision he’d have to make. 

“Oh, Timmy,” he called as he unlocked the door. “I’m here to rescue you. I sure hope 
you're not hurt too bad.” Hodges entered and saw Timmy standing in the middle of the room, 
arms crossed, looking at him with hard, red eyes. The earthquake had made a mess of the loose 
furniture and tossed about the contents of some storage lockers, but there was a perfect circle of 
order around Timmy. 

“You shouldn’t have locked me up,” the boy growled. Hodges noticed the voice had 
grown unnaturally deep for a ten year old. 

“What’s the matter? You got scared?” Hodges backed away and let Timmy leave the 
temporary jail. 

“Idiot,” the boy spat at the sheriff as he walked past. “Because of you the wizard Stuelkin 
has Hassin’s staff. He will be even more formidable now!” 

“Formidable, eh?” Sheriff Hodges followed Timmy. “Still, I suppose a big shot like you 
can beat him, right?” 

Timmy looked at him and snarled. “I am only using this body until I can repair enough of 
myself to move into something more suitable. Regardless, the size of my current vessel does not 
diminish my powers. You would do well to remember that.” 


“Christ, you are a pistol!” 
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“Don’t use his name in my presence.” Timmy shuddered. “It annoys me.” 

“Whose name? Christ?” 

Timmy growled, a deep animal sound from his chest. 

“Jesus Christ?” Hodges continued. “He’s been dead for close to two thousand years!” 

“So have I,” Timmy said, his face momentarily distorting: glowing red eyes, burnt leather 
skin, and needle sharp teeth. Hodges blinked, and when he looked again Timmy’s face had 
returned to the sickly, but human visage of a little boy. 

Timmy turned on his heels and stormed away. Sheriff Hodges absentmindedly fingered 
the handle of his gun as he watched the child walk; long, purposeful strides so out of place for a 


ten year old body. A bullet in the back of the head, Hodges thought, would be so easy. 


CHAPTER 11 — BODIES BURIED IN THE DESERT 


Buried to his neck in sand, Hank had a great view of the morning’s sunrise. The first rays 
of light crept over the horizon and spilled across the desert floor, forcing Hank to squint as he 
faced directly east. A strange, oblong shadow stretched out behind his bare head. 

Stuelkin stepped into that shadow. Hank felt a presence, hackles rising on his neck, but 
couldn’t turn his head so he closed his eyes and waited for the next cruel trick. He felt a sharp, 
painful rapping on his head, followed by a hissing laugh. 

“Wake up,” Stuelkin said, thumping Hank with the point of Hassin’s staff. “We have a 
big day ahead of us.” 

Hank was lifted from the hole and tossed ten feet into the air, sand pouring from his 


clothes. His body hung in the air and rotated to face Stuelkin, who wore a crooked smile. Then 
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gravity took hold and pulled Hank roughly back to the earth, his body making a deep impression 
in the sand. 

Hank tried to push himself up but fatigue and abuse had taken its toll. His arms gave out, 
and he once again wound up with a face full of sand. Stuelkin stood over him and caressed the 
top of his staff. “Let me help you,” he said. 

Involuntarily, Hank leapt up and stood at attention. “Now follow me,” the wizard 
continued, forcing Hank’s body to move on command. 

Hank’s body was helpless against the will of Stuelkin’s magic, and he followed the 
wizard where Scratchy, Tom, and Kvorkia were similarly being abused. Scratchy stood on his 
hands, his shirt un—tucked and bunched around his chin, Tom lay flat on his back, a great pile of 
horse manure next to his head, and Kvorkia sat idle on the wagon bed with his hands palm up in 
his lap. 

“Everything bends to my will,” Stuelkin boasted to Kvorkia. “With Hassin’s staff I am 
invincible.” 

“No,” Kvorkia said. “You will be stopped.” 

“By whom? You cannot stop me, you cannot even raise your hands. Four men, all 
controlled by my very whim, without so much as an animal sacrifice I am able to subjugate you.” 

He twirled the staff between his hands and made Hank spin like a gypsy woman, while 
Kvorkia clapped in rhythm. Scratchy also clapped, but as he was doing a handstand he had to 
push off the ground between every clap, which required strength he would not normally have. 
Stuelkin made Tom roll over, planting his face square in the pile of horse shit. 

Stuelkin laughed. “You see? And I am just learning to use this wonderful tool.” He 


tapped the staff on the ground and everybody stopped moving. 
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“You of all people should realize that power always comes at a cost. And though you can 
kill me, there will be others to stop you. I know that.” Kvorkia rubbed his palms on his knees. 

“Kill you?” Stuelkin smiled. “Never! All these years we’ve know each other, all the 
trouble you’ve caused me.” Stuelkin’s voice filled with rage. “Chasing me out of every village, 
hounding me... Ha! Look! I went halfway around the world, and here you are, at my heels once 
again! How could I kill such a consistent part of my life? It would be like chopping off my own 
mitglied.” 

“May it grow thick with cancer,” Kvorkia said. 

“Ah, Kvorkia, what good times we’ve had.” Stuelkin leaned forward and tapped 
Kvorkia’s booted foot with the staff. “And what joy the future has in store for us.” 

“Yes, I can see it now, making me do handstands and summersaults, like a dancing bear. 
You will enjoy yourself, but don’t turn your back for a second. Even a dancing bear is still a 
bear.” 

“Your lack of imagination confounds me. How you managed to stay alive through all our 
adventures when the worst you think of me is handstands and summersaults? It reflects poorly on 
me that I have let you live so long. Suffice it to say, dear friend, if I choose to humiliate you, it 
won’t be anything that silly. No. I have other plans. When Hassin used this staff to build his 
army, he did not merely control their movements, he controlled their very souls. They loved him 
and fought for him like they would a king, just as you will eagerly lay your own body down at 
my service.” 

“Never.” 

Stuelkin gripped the staff and closed his almond shaped eyes. The thin, red line of his lips 


moved silently. Kvorkia ground his teeth and shook. His pasty skin grew whiter with the effort. 
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Rivers of sweat started beneath the line of his thick, blue-black hair and ran down Kvorkia’s 
trembling face pouring off his chin like water from a pump, turning the sand at his feet to black 
mud. 

Stuelkin broke away with a laugh. “Of course you are stronger than most,” he said, 
licking his lips. “But I am just learning the powers of Hassin’s staff. As I do, I will build my 
army from the abundance of unexceptional men in this new country.” Stuelkin motioned at 
Scratchy, Hank, and Tom. “Rejects from our homeland. A whole country of rejects from Europe. 
But they have arms that can bear weapons and legs that can march. You!” He pointed the staff at 
Scratchy who still stood on his hands, arms trembling. “Come here.” 

Scratchy started walking on his hands to Stuelkin. 

“Use your feet.” 

Scratchy flipped over and walked stiffly the rest of the way. Stuelkin motioned with the 
staff and said, “I want you to kill that man over there.” He pointed at Tom who was still face 
down in the horse shit. 

“Hell no! You’re the only one I’m gonna kill, with that stupid stick of yours, I don’t 
know what kind of voodoo priest you are fella, but this ain’t no New Orleans. You let me get a 
hold of that thing and I'll put it up your ass for you.” He stepped back, as if preparing to run. 

“I would like you to kill that man for me,” Stuelkin repeated, smiling at Kvorkia. 

“Sure. Alright Mister. Just let me get a gun.” Scratchy looked at him like he was crazy, 
then ran for the wagon where Tom’s gun belt was hanging. He grabbed it, dropped it, and when 
he bent over to scoop it up, he knocked the chamber open and the bullets fell out. Stuelkin shook 
his head as he watched Scratchy fumble with the bullets, at any given time seeming to drop two 


for every one bullet he managed to pick up. “Rejects,” he muttered. 
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“Alright, damn it.” Scratchy finally got a bullet loaded and turned the gun on Stuelkin. 
“You’re a dead man!” 

He fired. Stuelkin’s staff moved in a blur, deflecting the bullet. 

“What the...” Scratchy pulled the trigger again but the chamber popped open, and the 
gun fell apart in his hand. “Damn it!” Scratchy stomped his feet in anger. 

“T want you to stop acting like a fool and go kill your friend,” Stuelkin said, stroking the 
knobby head of Hassin’s staff. 

“He ain’t my friend,” Scratchy spat out. “Look at him over there, laughing at me. He’s 
the one got horse shit up his nose.” 

Tom was not, in fact, laughing. Under Stuelkin’s power, he could only move his eyes, 
which were wide open and terrified. 

Scratchy squatted to collect the pieces of his gun. 

“With your hands, please,” Stuelkin interrupted. “Kill him with your hands.” 

Scratchy looked at Stuelkin and nodded, “Yup.... yup, you’re right. I should use my own 
hands, so’s he knows it’s me doin’ it. Little bastard, laughing at me like he’s mayor or 
something. Pll show him.” 

Scratchy put his head down and stomped over to Tom. He sat on his chest, wrapped his 
hands around the man’s throat and began choking him. “How you like this,” he asked, “you think 
this is funny?” 

Neither Hank nor Kvorkia could move to stop it. Tom sputtered and a liquid gurgle rose 
from his throat. 

Stuelkin looked at Kvorkia. “You see? I don’t even have to think, or cast a spell. All I do 


is speak, and my word becomes law to these men. Such is the power of Hassin’s staff.” 
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“You’ve proved your point,” Kvorkia said. “Stop him.” 

Stuelkin arched an eyebrow. “You still think you can win, don’t you? You think you can 
save lives? Kvorkia, please understand, soon you will be just like him, clawing and killing just 
for a chance to prove yourself to me. I can feel the power of the staff flowing though me, every 
minute I get stronger. You only grow tired and weak.” 

Tom’s head hung at an odd angle, his eyes staring sightlessly. Scratchy wiped his soiled 
hands on his jeans. 

“Well, that’s done with.” Scratchy smiled. “You want I should take care of this one 
here?” He hooked a thumb at Hank. 

“No. He looks like a strong man. I think I'll keep him. Hook the horses to the wagon; 
we’re going to town.” 

Scratchy obeyed, giving Hank the evil eye as he passed, not liking the fact that Stuelkin 
had called him strong. 

3K 2K K K K 

Hodges hadn’t slept well. After the earthquake, he didn’t feel right keeping Timmy 
locked up, so he set the boy free, even offering to help him mount a horse if he wanted to ride 
out on his own. Timmy agreed, but when he sat on the animal and realized his tiny legs and short 
arms weren’t adequate to control the beast, he once again demanded Hodges ride with him. 

Hodges declined, not only out of sheer principle, but also because he wanted to salvage a 
few hours of rest before what promised to be another exhausting day. But sleep didn’t come 
easy. Already on edge from the earthquake, whenever Hodges closed his eyes, some small sound 


would set him at the alert. And when he did finally drift into sleep he dreamt about Timmy 
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bashing in their heads and eating their brains. That woke him well before sunrise, and he gave up 
on sleeping for the night. 

He built a small fire from the detritus of the broken buildings and fixed himself some 
coffee as he looked at the stars. It was chilly, and he was loath to leave the warmth of his cup and 
fire, but nature called so he walked away from camp and slicked down a patch of grass with the 
first piss of the day. Finished, he looked at the stable as he tied up his jeans. Timmy had decided 
to stay there instead of joining the men in the bunkhouse, ostentatiously to remind the Sheriff 
that he was sorely upset about being put off. 

Hodges strolled across the yard and peeked in the stable. The horses slept standing up, 
eyes closed, and breathing heavy. They didn’t stir when Hodges stepped through the door, too 
exhausted from the past day’s events. He found Timmy curled in a pile of hay, twitching and 
muttering in his sleep. Hodges was reminded of how his old sheep dog trembled when it slept, 
and how his dad used to tell him the hound was chasing rabbits in his dreams. Timmy looked 
like that dog, except the rabbits appeared to be chasing him. Big, nasty rabbits, with guns. Once 
again, Hodges fingered the handle of his pistol, but pushed the thought away. 

Hodges crept out the way he came in and returned to the campfire. He finished the pot of 
coffee, working on the last few sips as the first rays of morning light appeared over the horizon. 
He held an empty cup and watched the sun grow fatter in the distance. When the light grew 
bright enough to hurt his eyes, he started another pot of coffee and fixed a pan of beans and beef 
over the flame for the cowboys when they woke up. 

Timmy staggered out of the stable, rubbing his eyes with both hands and yawning. 


“Good morning, sunshine,” Hodges greeted him, offering a cup. “Coffee?” 
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Timmy took the cup and sniffed it twice, then downed it in one swallow, despite the fact 
that it was scalding hot. “More,” he said, handing the empty cup back. 

“No. Wait for the food,” Hodges told him. 

Timmy snarled and sat next to the fire. Hodges stirred the pan. 

“This body didn’t sleep well. I feel the ache in its muscles and bones,” Timmy said. 

“Probably trying to get rid of you,” Hodges offered by way of explanation. 

“Yes, you’re right. Still, I must keep the boy alive until Stuelkin is dead. I can’t let him 
trap me again. Irritating, stupid boy.” 

“He is that,” Hodges agreed, “but you can’t kill him. His mother voted for me.” 

Timmy grabbed the pan, burning his palm on the hot handle, and slopped a good amount 
of food on his plate. He ate fast, carelessly ripping his hand’s new blister. Pus mixed with his 
food as he ate. 

“I don’t suppose I can strike some kind of deal with you,” Hodges said, trying not to 
watch the boy eat. “I help you kill Stuelkin and you let Timmy live?” 

Timmy rocked back on his haunches, paused, released a moist belch and said, “You 
haven’t been very helpful so far. It is not worth my trouble to save this body, not for you. In fact, 
knowing you want it alive makes me that much more eager to shed it.” 

“Forget you then.” Hodges spat. “Find somebody else to set you on a horse. In fact, find 
somebody else to feed you and keep you alive. I’m leaving you here.” 

“This body will die. Timmy will die.” 

“I don’t really care that much. I just thought we could work together, both of us want this 
Stuelkin dude dead, and I figured I might as well save the boy while I was at it. But if you’re 


going to be a snot about it, you can just fend for yourself.” 
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“And if I agree to save the boy’s life, you will obey me?” 

“Obey?” Hodges shook his head. “No. But I will help you kill Stuelkin.” 

“How can you help? All you do is stand in my way and waste time. I think I will be better 
off on my own.” 

“Sure, if you live another six years and grow big enough to ride a horse.” 

“Bah!” Timmy grabbed the coffee pot from the fire, again not using the cloth to protect 
his hand, and filled his cup. “It seems like I’ve already spent ten years waiting for you to move. 
You have proven to be a slow and useless man.” 

“Yeah, well, you’re not old enough to vote so I ain’t trying to impress you. But if you 
agree to save Timmy, I guarantee we won’t waste any more time getting a bullet in that Stuelkin 
dude.” 

“Then I will let the boy live if we leave now. Stuelkin may still be in the desert.” 

“PIL have the horses ready before you finish your coffee,” Hodges said, but Timmy had 
thrown his head back and drained the cup before Hodges had even finished the sentence, “‘or at 
least before you finish vomiting.” 

By the sound of Timmy’s burp, Hodges figured he’d better double time it. 

38 2K K K K 

Hodges rode with Timmy on one horse, setting a fast pace. Delbert kept up, riding to 
Hodges’ left, occasionally reminding the lawman that they shouldn’t get too far away from the 
river. Phil and Preacher lagged behind, the morning sun already weighing heavy on their tired 
eyes. 

They hadn’t gone far when Hodges spotted the wagon in the distance. He motioned for 


Delbert to stop. 
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“Not that I’m worried about myself,” Delbert was saying, “but the horses won’t make it 
all day without water. Not if it’s as hot as it was yesterday.” 

“Hush, Delbert.” Hodges pointed to the horizon. “Do you see that?” 

Delbert cupped a hand over his eyes to block the sun and squinted. “Yup. You think 
that’s Hank and the boys?” 

“Certainly.” Hodges pulled the rifle from his saddle bag and inspected its load. “And 
maybe some folks we’ll like even less. Check your weapons.” 

Delbert complied, making sure both pistol and rifle were loaded. They drank from their 
canteens while waiting for Phil and Preacher to catch up. 

“Set me down,” Timmy commanded. 

“You want some water,” Hodges asked, offering the canteen. 

“I would ask for it if I did. Now I want you to get me off this horse.” 

“Fine.” Hodges grabbed the boy under the arms and swung him to the desert floor. 

“Stuelkin can’t know I’m with you. If he has the staff, then we won’t be able to stop him 
here,” Timmy said, scooping up a handful of sand and letting it run through his fingers. 

“What do you suggest?” 

“Hide me in the sand then go to him. If he doesn’t have Hassin’s staff then I will join 
you, but if he does...” 

“What?” 

“You won’t stand a chance.” 

“But you’ll be snug as a bug in your hidey—hole?” 

“Yes.” 


“Sounds fair. Tell me again why I didn’t kill you when I had the chance?” 
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“Fool. If Stuelkin has the staff, I am your only hope. But I need to find the place where it 
was buried. There is an army waiting for me there, hundreds of thousands of men I can bring 
back to fight.” 

“Dead men?” 

“Of course. But even the dust of their decayed bodies will rise up and fight for me, for I 
am Djehntymose!” Timmy spoke the name with passion. 

“And I am Sam!” Hodges mimicked him. “And I don’t trust you one bit. You say this 
dude is going to whip our asses then you say you’re our only hope? What if he flat out kills us?” 

“When I said I was your only hope, I was speaking collectively, meaning to say I am 
mankind’s only hope. You may, most likely will, die. But if you keep me alive, I can save your 
precious loved ones. Dear, sweet, precious Maria...” Timmy sneered. 

“That’s fine.” Hodges dismounted. “That’s just fine. Hey Delbert, give me a hand.” 

“You’re not really going to bury the kid, are you?” 

“Yes I am. Like a giant cat turd.” Hodges looked at Timmy. “Which is pretty damned 
close to the reality of the situation.” 

“So you believe all this stuff? All this witchcraft mumbo jumbo?” Delbert said, hesitantly 
swinging down from his horse. 

“Not all of it.” Hodges used his hands to start digging a hole. “But I figure the kid isn’t 
going to be much use in a real fight anyway. Dig the hole deep, that way if we do die, he can’t 
get himself out.” 

“Don’t you worry about me,” Timmy told them, “dig it as deep as you want, but hurry. 


The sun is in our favor now, but soon they will be able to see us. I must be hidden before then.” 
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When Phil and Preacher finally caught up with Hodges and Delbert, they were confused 
by the plan to bury Timmy. Nevertheless, at Hodges’ insistence, they helped dig a trench large 
enough to hold a little boy. Nobody had a straw for Timmy to breathe through, but he assured 
them not to worry. 

“I can hold my breath for a long time,” he said, frowning from his shallow grave, arms 
folded across his chest like a tiny corpse. “Now cover me before they see us! And when you’re 
done ride away from here so they don’t find me!” 

Hodges didn’t hesitate; he gleefully kicked great piles of sand onto the boy’s face. 

“Nobody can hold their breath that long,” Phil said. “I think this is a bad idea.” 

“Shut up and shovel,” Hodges ordered. 

3K 2K K K K 

They galloped away from Timmy’s hiding place, backtracking before cutting south to 
approach the wagon from the opposite side. Hodges motioned for them to slow their horses; they 
could take their time now. The wagon driver saw them and turned in their direction, away from 
Timmy. Hodges felt relieved. 

A few more minutes and Hodges could tell it was Scratchy handling the reigns. If anyone 
else was with him, they were in the covered back, out of sight. He did recognize Hank’s horse, 
Ridel, hitched to the rear of the wagon. Knowing Hank’s love for that horse, Hodges reckoned 
the cowboy was either dead or riding in back. 

“Keep your hands on your guns,” Hodges told his men. “Be ready.” 

“Aw, it’s just Scratchy,” Phil said. “He ain’t that bad.” 

“Tt ain’t Scratchy I’m worried about. Watch that covered wagon and be ready for 


anything.” 
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They rode forward. 

“Well there you are, Scratchy,” Hodges started. “Been looking all over for you.” 

“Well, you found me,” Scratchy replied. Hodges didn’t like the way he looked at him 
with hooded eyes, his lips pulled in a snarl after he finished speaking. But then again, he had 
never liked the way Scratchy looked. 

“Where’s the rest? They back here?” Hodges went to ride around the wagon but was 
stopped by the sound of Scratchy priming his shotgun. 

“They are but you can’t see them,” Scratchy said, pointing the shotgun at Hodges’ head. 
“You think you’re so smart, but you ain’t smarter than this here gun, is you?” 

“Okay Scratchy.” Hodges turned to look at his deputies. Their faces were oddly vacant. 
“You're right. I ain’t that smart.” 

“Damned right you ain’t. Now why don’t you just drop your own guns before I put one of 
these smart bullets through your eye?” 

“Sure thing, Scratchy.” Hodges put an edge to his voice, trying to get a response from his 
men. “I guess that’1] make me the only one here without any guns. The only one who can’t 
SHOOT somebody!” 

“Don’t even try it,” Scratchy told him. “You ain’t got any friends here.” 

And to prove him right, Phil and Delbert got off their horses and helped Sheriff Hodges 
surrender his guns. Delbert grabbed his rifle while Phil stripped him of his side arm and the 
derringer he’d seen him hide in his boot earlier. 

“Hey! What’s going on?” Hodges tried to stop them but Scratchy leaned closer with his 


shotgun. 
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“Don’t you move,” Scratchy warned, “I’m looking for an excuse to blast your skull open, 
show that big brain of yours some daylight.” 

“Phil? Delbert?” Hodges pleaded. “What’s the matter with you? Preacher?” But they all 
looked at him with murder in their eyes. 

Stuelkin strolled around the wagon, lovingly cradling Hassin’s staff in his arms. Hodges 
ached for one of his guns. 

“You came back,” Stuelkin greeted Hodges with a smile. “How nice. You must have 
enjoyed my company, yes?” 

“You and that other one. The tall one?” Hodges played along, looking for a way out of 
this mess. 

“Ah, yes, Oleg. Unfortunately he’s no longer with us. But don’t worry, you’ ll be joining 
him soon enough.” Stuelkin raised the staff. “Unless you have a change of heart.” 

When the wizard rubbed the knob on his staff, Hodges experienced a headache the likes 
of which he’d never had before. It felt as if something was freezing his brain from the inside out, 
the center of his head a puddle of subzero liquid mercury. Hodges gnashed his teeth and groaned, 
fighting the pain. 

“There’s another one,” Delbert piped up, breaking Stuelkin’s concentration. Hodges 
breathed a sigh of relief. “A boy we buried out in the desert.” 

Stuelkin turned on Delbert, annoyed by the interruption. Delbert stepped back and 
pointed north. “We buried him out that way!” 

“A boy?” Stuelkin asked. 

“Yup. That possessed boy, said he was going to kill you.” Delbert rubbed his hands 


together, nervous. 
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“Djehntymose,” Stuelkin decided, then said, “Bring him to me.” 

Delbert and Phil got on their horses and rode away. Stuelkin returned his attention to 
Hodges. “Get down off that horse,” he ordered, motioning with Hassin’s staff. Hodges body 
moved of its own accord. He got off his horse and stood before Stuelkin, a shorter, skinny man, 
but in total control nonetheless. 

“You resist my power, but it won’t do you any good,” Stuelkin said. “Kneel before me.” 

Hodges dropped to his knees. 

“A proud man.” Stuelkin laughed then continued. “Kiss my staff.” He offered the pointy 
tip of Hassin’s staff. Hodges kissed it. 

“Now suck it.” 

Hodges sucked it. It tasted vile, but when he gagged the vomit stuck in his throat and sat 
there burning. One tear broke free from Hodges’ eye and ran down his face. 

“Very good,” Stuelkin commended him. “Maybe I will keep you awhile longer. A man of 
your talents will be a useful addition to my army. Someone to keep the troops happy.” 

3K 2K K K K 

They hadn’t traveled far before Stuelkin yelled from inside the wagon for Scratchy to 
stop. He opened the canvas flap and stepped down from the cool, wood planks into the sun baked 
sand. Scratchy and Preacher were men were drenched in sweat, and Scratchy showed signs of a 
heat stroke, sunburn blisters rising on the back of his neck. Preacher had sense enough to use his 
handkerchief to block the sun, but he couldn’t cover everything and his face was bright pink. 

“Where are the other two?” Stuelkin asked. “The ones who went after the boy?” 

“I don’t know,” Scratchy answered, his voice was weak, Scratchy finding it hard to 


swallow. “They went that way.” He pointed north. 
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Stuelkin shielded his eyes with one hand over his eyes but couldn’t see anything. 

“Keep riding,” he ordered, then raised the staff and lifted high in the air, flying north to 
find his missing soldiers. 

Scratchy and Preacher silently watched their master speed away. Within seconds he was a 
dot in the pale blue sky. They remounted the horses and kept riding. 

38 2K K K K 

Djehntymose took the risk of letting Timmy die, just for a little while, his body 
suffocating in the desert sand. He knew he could resurrect the boy with no permanent damage, 
but if Stuelkin caught him in that position he would once again be trapped in a dead body. He’d 
had quite enough of that for one eternity. 

He was accustomed to being in the ground. He knew how to sense the density and feel 
the vibrations of earth, and he reasoned he would be safer underground in a dead body than 
topside in a living one. 

When the body’s heart stopped pounding and the electronic fires in its brain cooled, 
Djehntymose had all the quiet he needed to spread himself through the earth, listening and 
feeling every sound and movement. He knew the lizards’ location by their frantic breathing, and 
he felt the birds landing on cacti, looking for the lizards to eat. He felt every rock and grain of 
sand. And he heard the horses, carrying cowboys and pulling a wagon. 

Djehntymose kept searching. He needed something to help him travel, a dead animal he 
could bring back and command. If not a horse, than a wolf or a dog; even a large bird could lift 
Timmy’s small body. While Djehntymose was feeling the ground for clues of passed life, he 


once again felt the horses, two of them, coming towards him. 
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Djehntymose panicked. He knew they hadn’t killed Stuelkin; he could tell by the stillness 
that they hadn’t even fought; which meant they were coming for him. He would be trapped in 
this dead boy’s body forever! 

He redoubled his concentration; feeling past a mile, two miles, stretching himself thin. 
Finally it paid off. Further north, a pocket of death in the sand; the bones and rotting flesh of a 
coyote and a Gila monster. The coyote, desperately seeking food, had died of dehydration, but 
had managed to swipe a curious Gila with his claw before dying. Alas, trying to eat the 
poisonous lizard only sealed the poor coyote’s fate. Now Djehntymose called them both back, 
commanding them to rise and assist him in his time of need. 

But would they make it in time? Djehntymose felt the horses getting closer. He felt the 
bones of the coyote now, the Gila monster riding on its back, and it was running hard too, but it 
was coming from a greater distance. 

Fortunately for Djehntymose, the two cowboys weren’t able to come straight to his 
hiding place. The wind had rearranged the sand, and they couldn’t track their prints back to him. 
Under the sand, Djehntymose suffered anxiously while he felt their horses prancing back and 
forth over the land. They were close. 

But the dead coyote and his Gila companion covered the ground quickly, boney paws 
flying over the sand. 

Djehntymose felt a horse trot over him then stop. Two booted feet hit the ground above 
his head. They had found him! 

He felt digging and sent an urgent plea to the coyote: hurry! 

The sand over his face thinned, and he felt daylight filtering through. A few moments 


more and the sensation of fresh air hit the boy’s face. He couldn’t see, as the boy’s eyes were 
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dead, but he knew one of those stupid cowboys was looking at him, and he could hear a voice 
through the vibrations in the air. “Got ‘im!” 
38 2K K K 2k 

The coyote leapt and knocked Delbert over hard, sending him tumbling away from 
Timmy’s grave. Phil stared dumbfounded at the rotting creature, too shocked to act. What had 
once been a scrawny coyote, the runt of its litter, was now a razor thin monster. The little hair it 
had was slicked down by purple gore, globs of it hanging from the chin and belly. Large pieces 
of flesh were missing entirely, the ribs on both sides exposed, and through the ribs Phil could see 
pulsing black organs, crawling like toads in the mud. 

Even worse than the coyote was the blob atop its back. It looked like a living cancer, dark 
purple and shapeless save for a mouth full of teeth and a tail curving into an S shape. The coyote 
growled at Phil, fangs glistening in the sun. 

The shapeless blob leapt from the coyote’s back and latched onto Phil’s face, sinking two 
rows of pointy lizard teeth into the flesh on either side of his nose. Phil fell to the ground jerking 
in pain and terror. The poison from the Gila monster, more potent now that its origin was death 
itself, had the fat cowboy paralyzed in two minutes and dead in five. 

While the Gila monster made short work of Phil, the coyote systematically took Delbert 
apart. Delbert’s bullets passed harmlessly through the animal, and he wasn’t strong enough to 
stop the ferocious mass of muscle and bone from having its way with him. The coyote started 
with the face, fangs peeling the skin back just below the hairline, then, with almost surgical 
precision, snipped the right eyeball out with its front teeth. By the time the coyote opened 


Delbert’s throat, the cowboy was beyond caring. 
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Dyehntymose knew he was safe when he felt the horses flee. They ran east, back to Fort 
Kent. But Stuelkin was still out there, so Djehntymose wasted no time bringing Timmy back to 
life. The body was healthy enough to accept the resurgence of blood through the heart and 
electricity in the brain, but just to be sure, Djehntymose let the boy surface, allowing his childish 
mind to briefly retake control of the body. The boy started bawling. Djehntymose shut that off 
fast, wiping away the tears and clearing his throat. Humans were so contemptible. 

Djehntymose finished pulling his legs from the sand and inspected the carnage. Only one 
of the dead cowboys’ bodies was in good shape, the one called Phil. He had the Gila monster 
stuck to his face, but was otherwise undamaged. The one called Delbert wasn’t worth a second 
glance. His body has been eviscerated by the hungry coyote which, although it couldn’t eat the 
flesh and organs, nevertheless used the body to vent its frustration at having starved to death. 
Pieces of Delbert littered the desert. 

Djehntymose reanimated Phil’s body, but kept the brain dead to avoid complications. Phil 
crouched on his hands and knees while Timmy mounted his shoulders, then the body stood up 
and ran east, the boy riding him like an ostrich. The Gila monster jumped on the coyote and they 
followed, staying at Phil’s heel like obedient dogs. 

rer 

Stuelkin found what was left of Delbert’s body. Djehntymose had escaped and, judging 
from the boot prints in the sand, he was using the other man as a zombie, riding him across the 
desert. The tracks went east, and Stuelkin knew the demon wanted to raise the ancient dead from 
the great battle, as Stuelkin himself had planned, but Djehntymose wanted to use the bodies to 
extract revenge on Stuelkin. 


He paused to consider his options. 
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He could give chase, find and vanquish Djehntymose before he raised the dead, but that 
would take time. Or he could rejoin the wagon and make it to Cactus Grove before nightfall. The 
first option would be admitting he considered Djehntymose a threat. Stuelkin squeezed the staff 
and pictured the battle in his head. Djehntymose, still in the boy’s body, cowering behind an 
army of zombies. Stuelkin leading an army of live and true men, each one willing, eager, to die 
for the wizard. It would hardly be a contest, as zombies aren’t very good at battlefield 
maneuvers, and it would serve to weed out the weaker members of his own army. 

As long as he had the staff it was inconceivable for Djehntymose to win, and the exercise 
of a real battle would be good for his soldiers. In addition, destroying Djehntymose would be 
sweeter after humiliating him on a battlefield. 

Stuelkin turned southeast and took flight again. He would rejoin the wagon and ride into 
Cactus Grove on schedule, a whole town full of men, women, and children waiting to become 


his loyal servants and soldiers. 


CHAPTER 12 — AN ARMY IS BUILT, A BATTLE BEGINS 


Charlie sat on the steps in front of his store and thought about recent events. Two nights 
ago: demons. Last night: earthquake. Tonight? He chewed a ginger root and its vapor opened his 
nose. He wanted to leave, pack a few things of sentimental value, trade for a horse, and go... 
Where? He’d been west, he didn’t like the thought of going east, and north was too cold. The 
problem with going south was all the violence and highway robbery across the border. Charlie 


was a peaceful man and didn’t want to put himself in a position where he’d be forced to fight. 
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But if he did have to fight, he wanted to do it for more than just an open road and a sack 
full of memories. He would fight for his little store and this town called Cactus Grove, where the 
sheriff liked him more than the white preacher and the whores didn’t mind his red skin. Grinding 
the ginger between his molars, Charlie leaned back and waited for whatever the night would 
bring. 

38 2K K K K 

One thing Maria had learned through her many years as an independent business woman 
was that in times of danger and uncertainty men could always find money to get laid. Remind a 
man that he could die at any moment and suddenly the money he’d been saving for that new gun, 
or those jingly spurs, or even his wife’s new dress, well, he can’t take any of that stuff with him 
when he goes, can he? 

First the demons, then the earthquake. The unspoken question seemed to pass between 
everybody in town, “What will it be tonight?” Maria, however, didn’t dwell. The sky could fall, 
the earth could split in two, and she knew she would be okay. She was a survivor, always had 
been. But this was one of those rare situations where she felt like she could contribute something 
meaningful to the community that had given her so much. Keep her girls calm, in the mood, 
make sure the place was clean and open early, and give the scared men of Cactus Grove a warm 
send off to whatever hell they had in store for them that night. 

Maybe even, one night only, charge half price? 

Maybe not. Do it once, then every time demons showed up and earthquakes happened 
people would expect it. Maria could hear her husband say, “So? Give ‘em the half price, when 
are we every going to get demons and earthquakes again?” But if it happened once, it could 


happen again, which was why she handled the money and big bad Sheriff Hodges kept his hands 
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out of that aspect of the business. She wondered how he was doing, chasing that evil wizard. But 
Hodges was a survivor, too, maybe even better at it than herself. 

Maria called a house meeting and rounded up her girls. She had them sweep broken 
glass, touch up the red paint on the doors, dust and wax the furniture, anything to keep their 
minds off the recent troubles. In a matter of hours the house was scrubbed top to bottom, shining 
like a gold tooth. Maria broke open a case of whiskey and in another hour, the girls were also 
scrubbed head to toe and shining, even those who didn’t have gold teeth. 

When the first customer knocked on the door early in the afternoon, they were in high 
spirits and eager to start work. In fact, they felt as if they were ready for whatever the night had 
to offer. 

38 2K K K K 

It was turning dark when the wagon rode into Cactus Grove. People were still out and 
about, men repairing damaged buildings while women fussed and gossiped, but everybody 
stopped what they were doing and followed the wagon as Scratchy rode it down the main street 
to the center of town. Scratchy and Preacher didn’t say a word, they just waited there, sunburned 
and thirsty, giving hard looks to the curious townsfolk who’d come to see them. In a matter of 
minutes the wagon was surrounded by grim-faced men, women, and children. 

Suddenly, as if they had finally reached an agreed upon quorum, Preacher stood up to 
address the crowd in a harsh, travel-worn voice. “You.... all....” he started but had to clear his 
throat, coughing sand. Scratchy jumped from the driver’s board and grabbed the canteen from 


Preacher. 
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“Shut up.” He pushed Preacher aside. “You ain’t no good at this.” He splashed water in 
his mouth, swished it around, spat it on the boots of the men who’d gathered around him. Then 
he drank again, this time swallowing. 

“Alright,” he said, “now y’all will listen.” He jumped back on the driver’s board, 
standing this time with his arms raised, enjoying the attention. “I think you all know what we got 
in this here wagon.” He spoke loudly, reaching toward the men who were at the back of the 
crowd. “That’s right, we done carried the Master right to y'all!” 

Members of the crowd nodded their heads in approval. 

“We came all the way across the desert, and it wasn’t no easy thing, but we know how 
much you all need and love this man, so we done it.” Preacher moved to the back of the wagon 
and started untying the canvas flaps. 

“And now, what y’all have been waiting for all your miserable lives, I present to you the 
Great One, your Lord and Master, the man with the staff, Stuelkin the Magnificent!” 

Preacher flung the flaps open and Stuelkin stepped from the wagon, scowling at Scratchy 
who was pumping his fists in the air like a carnival barker. Stuelkin didn’t need the circus act; he 
was a natural leader of men now, and that crack about being “the man with the staff?” Was that 
meant to diminish his power? Make him look like a fool? Stuelkin seriously considered snuffing 
out Scratchy’s life then and there. 

However, when Stuelkin turned his attention from Scratchy and saw the crowd gathered 
around him, he had a vision of destiny so stunning it took his breath away: all these people under 
his control, every one of them desperate to lay down their lives for him. Then what? The next 
town will be more of the same, and the one after that. All the way to New York, then back to 


Europe, England, France, even the brutal Russians, they would all sway to his control. Certainly 
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there will be pockets of resistance, men like Kvorkia, but they would be crushed by his growing 
army. He would rule the world. 

Then what? 

The images of his future stopped just short of what he now knew his destiny to be, what 
the staff had been created for in the first place. Stuelkin would challenge and defeat Satan. 
Stuelkin would rule hell. And then God would know his name and fear him. 

Filled with a sense of infinity, Stuelkin raised his head and strode to the hotel. He wanted 
to bathe and rest and to entertain himself. For that purpose, he nodded to women from the crowd 
as he passed: a heavy housewife with red hair, a dark-haired girl with large, black eyes, two 
sandy-blond society ladies in expensive dresses. They followed Stuelkin. On the hotel’s steps he 
spun around and pointed into the crowd. 

“Find those who oppose me. Kill them.” 

“Hey, boss.” Scratchy got his attention by waving from the wagon and yelled, “That 
include these three here?” He pointed at Hank, Hodges, and Kvorkia who stood beside Preacher. 

Stuelkin had forgotten about Kvorkia. Filled with his sense of destiny, revenge didn’t 
seem important. Nevertheless, if you plan on ruling hell, you have to stick with the basics. 
Kvorkia needed to be humiliated and subjugated for the trouble he’d caused. And there would be 
time for it later. 

“Save Kvorkia. Lock him in prison but don’t hurt him. Kill the other two.” Stuelkin 
turned to enter, the four ladies already ahead of him. Their families watched from the crowd, 


looking proud by association. “Nobody enters this hotel,” he said, “I am not to be disturbed.” 


38 2K K K K 
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“You heard the man.” Scratchy pulled a gun. “Let’s kill these two sonsofbitches.” He 
aimed at Hank’s head. 

Preacher pushed his arm away. “You might shoot right through him and kill Kvorkia. The 
Master would not appreciate that.” 

Scratchy holstered the gun. The crowd swelled around him, people buzzing for a chance 
to kill the two non-believers. Scratchy rubbed his chin, whipped the gun around and fired a shot 
in the air to get everyone’s attention. 

“Alright, you miserable bastards, here’s how we’re gonna do it. First I want y’all to take 
these whores’ sons,” pointing at Hank, Hodges, and Kvorkia, “to the jail. Then we’ll round up 
the rest of the unbelievers. When we get everyone—” 

From the crowd a voice yelled, “Who died and made you God? I know you a long time 
Scratchy, and I gotta say I can serve the Master better than you. You’re just stupid.” 

“Who said that?” Scratchy pointed his gun into the crowd towards the voice. People 
cleared out of the path of his extended arm. Neil Wilder, the town’s blacksmith, stood in his 
heavy apron with hammer in hand at the end of the corridor of people. Scratchy shot him in the 
head. Nobody moved as the body fell to the hard, packed dirt of the street. 

“That’s right,” Scratchy continued. “Y’all best learn, I’m the Master’s number one man. 
When he’s not around, I’m the one you listen to. Ain’t that right Preach?” 

“We all want to serve the Master,” Preacher said. “We should be fighting the non- 
believers, not each other.” 

Scratchy pushed him off the wagon. “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “What we need now is to 


gather up all the non-believers, put ‘em in jail, then kill ‘em execution style! Hell, we get enough 
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of ‘em, we can switch it up. Shoot a few, hang a few...” Scratchy’s mind raced at the 
possibilities. 

The crowd murmured and started moving aimlessly. Voices raised in accusation and 
denial, fights broke out here and there, a gun fired. Preacher jumped back on the wagon and 
addressed the crowd. 

“People!” he shouted. “Please! This is not how you serve the Master. Only the non- 
believers are to be punished!” 

“But how do we know a non-believer?” came a voice from the crowd. 

Preacher looked around, hoping for a revelation. 

“I... I don’t know.” 

“T do!” Scratchy once again took the stage and indicating Kvorkia, Hank and Hodges, he 
spat on them. “These three for sure, and you all came out to worship, right?” The crowd agreed 
with this. “So’s anybody who isn’t with us right now, well they didn’t come out to worship, 
right? Therefore they must be non-believers!” 

Heads nodded in approval. 

“So round up everyone who ain’t here now and take ‘em to jail!” 

The murmuring grew louder until a voice hollered above the rest, “Hold it!” Scratchy 
found the voice with his pistol and people moved away from the troublemaker. It was Charlie. 

“Don’t shoot!” He raised his hands. “I’m a believer! I came to worship the Master!” 

“So what you hollarin’ for Charlie?” Scratchy asked him, still aiming the gun. 

“T was thinking, once we leave here to gather the non-believers, how are we going to 


know who was here or not? Should we make a list?” 
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Scratchy lowered the gun. The Indian was right, but what a pain in the ass! Writing down 
the name of everyone here... Surely there was a better way. 

“T got it,” Scratchy said. “What we do is make us a secret code, only us here know. Then, 
when we go out to collect the non-believers, we ask them the code, if they don’t know it, then we 
got ‘em!” 

The crowed showed their appreciation for the idea with enthusiastic murmuring. 

“Great idea!” Charlie confirmed. “But we better make it simple. I have a hard time 
remembering things.” 

“T got just the thing,” Scratchy said. “You go up to somebody you’re not sure of and you 
ask them, ‘Who is all powerful?’ and if they don’t answer ‘the Master’ then you know you got 
one!” 

Charlie couldn’t ask for anything simpler. And, listening from the third story window of 
her house, Maria put down her pen. This was one “secret code” she didn’t need to write down. 

38 2K K K K 

Sheriff Hodges looked out from behind the bars of his jail — his own damned jail! The 
good news was apparently Stuelkin had diverted his concentration and was no longer controlling 
their movements. They could use their arms and legs freely now. But Kvorkia didn’t seem 
interested in escape. He sat on the bench with his head in his hands, brooding. And though Hank 
was burning to act, he didn’t have any idea as to what that action might be. For the life of him, 
Hodges didn’t either. 

“Are you sure you can’t pick the lock,” Hank asked for the tenth time. “At least let me 


try! I’ve got a pretty tough piece of leather here, came off my hat.” 
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Hodges moved away from the door and let Hank fiddle with the lock. He knew you 
couldn’t pick that thing. He’d bought it from a man who used to be a thief and knew how to 
make a pick-proof lock. It was just that type of diligence that had made Hodges a good sheriff. 

Hank gave up quickly, throwing the leather down with a curse. He sat back on the bench 
next to Kvorkia, who still hadn’t moved. 

“Sure,” Hank said to him, “you’re not worried. He said you could live.” 

Kvorkia raised his eyes and smiled ruefully. Hodges could see that Kvorkia would rather 
die than be subjected to the evil wizard’s whims. Looking at the man’s face, he had a thought. 

“You want me to?” he asked Kvorkia. “I will if you want. I can do it with my bare hands 
if it comes to it. I won’t promise it’ll be painless, but I’ll get it done.” 

“Thank you,” Kvorkia said. “I may have to accept that offer. I don’t see things 
improving—” He stopped, head tilted, as they heard a voice outside the high barred window of 
the jail — Charlie. 

“He didn’t know the secret password,” Charlie said. “I must put him in the cage with the 
other non—believers.” 

“You strip him of weapons?” they heard Scratchy ask. 

“Of course,” Charlie replied. 

“Alright then,” Scratchy came through the door jingling the keys. “Finally got some 
company for you boys.” 

Charlie swaggered into the jail, his hand gripping the elbow of an old-timer named Van. 
Van had been one of the first citizens of Cactus Grove. Having come out west for gold and 
adventure, he fell in love and married a Mexican then helped found Cactus Grove. Although 


Van’s wife had died and his children had moved away long before Hodges had come to Cactus 
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Grove, the two men always shared the common joy (and pain) of having married into the more 
passionate Mexican culture. Van was forever chiding Hodges to hurry up and have children. 

“Hey Scratchy,” Hodges said as the cowboy opened the cage. “Tell me something. How 
long has it been since you slept?” 

“Shut up and move back,” Scratchy said. 

Hodges moved away from the cell door but continued to taunt him. “Aren’t you tired? 
The Scratchy I know sure loved his sleep. Slept all the time. You’ ve been awake, what? Two 
days now?” 

“T slept. I slept on the wagon.” 

“Sure you did. The master wouldn’t let you sleep, I know that. Now what kind of master 
doesn’t let a tired man sleep?” 

“I would die for the Master! He is all powerful! You’ll see!” 

“Yeah, you’ll see when I’m putting my boot up his ass. I’m going to kill that master of 
yours so get ready to be real sad real soon.” 

Scratchy shoved Van in the cage and stormed out. Charlie gave the men a tight but 
unmistakable nod before he left too. 

Van stood next to Hodges, gripping the jail bars, as they waited for Scratchy to close and 
lock the door. As soon as it snapped shut they laughed and hugged each other, Hodges pulling 
away with a pistol in each hand. He tossed one to Hank, who caught it and checked the load. 

“Oh, that’s not all,” Van assured him. The old man rustled around in his pocket and came 
out with a key. 


“My God!” Hodges grinned from ear to ear. “Maria!” 
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“Yup. She’s doing fine. She wants me to tell you hurry up and kill that sonofabitch 
already. She also says, she thinks after all this excitement, it’s high time to consider settling 
down and raising some critters.” 

“Stop it. So you, Charlie, and Maria?” 

“And a few others. I’m the only one fool enough NOT to know ‘the Master is all 
powerful.’” 

“Well, we appreciate it, don’t we boys?” 

Hank readily agreed, slapping Van a little too hard on the back. Kvorkia’s eyes reclaimed 
some of their fire. 

“That’s the key?” Kvorkia asked. 

“Yes, sir,” Hodges replied. “The extra I keep at the house.” 

“And one more gun,” Van reached down the front of his pants and handed a revolver to 
Kvorkia. “For you, sir. Sorry about the location, but I didn’t want to get caught carrying it in.” 

Kvorkia couldn’t care less about where it came from, just having it in his hand seemed a 
miracle. 

“We've got to get all those who aren’t under Stuelkin’s spell away from here,” Kvorkia 
said. “This ruse won’t work on him; he’ll know immediately who isn’t a lackey.” 

“That’s right,” Van said. “We’re staying close to Maria’s place, right across the street. 
She gives a signal, and we start moving.” 

“Of course.” Kvorkia smiled, pointing at his head. “I forgot you escaped the enchantment 
for a reason. I see nothing to be gained in staying here any longer.” He motioned to the door. 


“Sheriff, if you please.” 
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Hodges unlocked the cell and they crept out the back, where Charlie waited with a horse- 
drawn cart full of Indian blankets. The men slid under the blankets, and Charlie drove away from 
the jail. 

3K 2K K K K 

Stuelkin spent half the night exploring the physical enhancements made possible through 
Hassin’s staff. He found he could increase his body’s mass, grow taller, expand muscles, and add 
inches here and there. He grew hair down to his knees in a matter of minutes, and developed eye 
teeth to make Dracula himself jealous. All these tricks delighted his female companions, and he 
dallied with them for hours, savoring the release of his human passions. And, as in the case of 
the poor, red-haired housewife who died from bites administered by his new teeth, some of his 
decidedly inhuman passions as well. 

After tossing the red-haired woman from the landing, her heavy body destroying the 
reception desk with a crash, Stuelkin returned to bed with the three remaining women and fell 
asleep as they stroked and kissed his sculpted body. 

He didn’t wake until much later the following morning. The flimsy curtains over the 
windows were no match for the harsh sunlight that crept across the room, eventually finding his 
face and causing him to squint then flutter his eyes open. He grabbed Hassin’s staff, pushing one 
of the blonde girls off the bed, and sighed as he clenched it against his chest. The dark-eyed girl 
kissed his stomach, but he rapped her in the head with the pointy end of the staff. He wasn’t in 
the mood, and so the women left, gently shutting the door behind them. 

Stuelkin hugged the staff and closed his eyes. Truly today was the first day of the rest of 


his life. 
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It was noon by the time he dressed and went outside. Once again the sun was merciless, 
and his eyes took time adjusting to the light. When they did he saw the men and women of 
Cactus Grove standing outside the hotel, waiting for him, as they should be. Yet he felt 
something was wrong. There was a nervous energy in the air. 

“Bring Scratchy to me,” Stuelkin ordered, knowing the little man would serve as a 
mouthpiece for the town. It didn’t take long as the cowboy had been waiting around the corner. 
Waiting and preparing his excuses. 

“It wasn’t my idea,” he started, shuffling his feet as he approached Stuelkin. “That’s the 
first thing you need to know. I wanted to kill them right off. It was Preacher said we shouldn’t 
just kill them. I shoulda known better, listening to a fool like that, but he said we should put them 
in the prison, you know, with that Kvorkia fella—” 

“What happened?” Stuelkin stopped the rambling with a wave of his hand. 

“Well, as I was saying, we were trying to decide how to gather up the non-believers. 
Some fool suggested a secret code—” 

“They escaped, didn’t they?” 

“No! Well. Yes.” Scratchy couldn’t lie to the Master. “But it wasn’t my fault!” Or at 
least, he couldn’t lie about everything. 

“Even Kvorkia?” 

Scratchy nodded sheepishly. 

Stuelkin wasn’t concerned. Kvorkia, like Djehntymose, was no longer a threat. He had 
wanted to extract revenge on the man, but that could wait. After all, he did have this idiot, 


Scratchy, to blame. There was at least some measure of revenge to be had here. 
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“You have to be punished for letting them escape,” Stuelkin warned as his hands choked 
up on the staff like an ax handle. 

“Wait! I told you it ain’t my fault,” Scratchy pleaded. “It were them other fools, Preacher, 
and then Charlie, he tricked us all! Why, I’m the one who knew you were the Master first! I’d do 
anything for you!” 

“Oh, I know you will,” Stuelkin said as he cocked his head to one side, considering the 
possibilities. He didn’t need to die, but it should be something close to it. Something unique and 
meaningful. In a moment he had the answer, and Stuelkin smiled at the justice of the 
punishment. 

“Do this for me then.” He raised the staff to his head. “Never close your eyes again.” 

“Well... well...” Scratchy stammered, wanting to agree but how? “I would. I surely 
would. But, Master, jeez, I don’t know if I can do that.” Scratchy opened his eyes ridiculously 
wide, testing it out. 

“Then I will help you,” Stuelkin said, caressing Hassin’s staff. 

Faint wisps of smoke rose from Scratchy’s eyes, and he started to panic. His eyelashes 
were burning! Tiny blue flames danced from one eyelash to the other, eventually burning them 
all away, then they joined at the edge of his eyelids and started eating those too. Scratchy slapped 
at his face, fell to the ground, howled in pain, sobbed and beat his fists against his eyes, but it 
was no use. His eyelids were gone and, having no protection from the harsh light of the sun, 
Scratchy couldn’t stand or hold his head up. He crawled away from Stuelkin, desperate for a dark 


place to hide. 
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The townspeople kicked Scratchy aside as they gathered around Stuelkin to await orders. 
He appointed the two biggest men from the crowd, and told them, “You are my generals. I want 
you to organize an army for me. Tomorrow we ride east to conquer the next town.” 

Stuelkin went back to the hotel, paused, then turned around and pointed at four more 
women from the crowd. They joyously ran to join him. 

38 2K K K K 

Kvorkia, Hank, Hodges, Charlie, and the rest of the Cactus Grove citizens who hadn’t 
been seduced by Hassin’s staff escaped under the cover of night. They rode to the Lazy J ranch, 
where Kvorkia established a command post in the kitchen. He started by setting up sentries, 
volunteers to stand guard at the fields outlying the ranch. They were given fast horses and 
instructed to ride quickly, but unnoticed, if they saw anybody approach. Then he interviewed the 
townspeople about how the streets were laid out, which buildings had cellars, who in town had 
weapons... He drew a map on the back of a tablecloth, wrote a supply list and tacked it to the 
kitchen wall. After a few hours of gathering information, Kvorkia stepped back, looked at the 
map, the list on the wall, the faces around him and said: “Hopeless.” 

“Don’t go getting realistic on us now,” Hodges said from the corner where he’d been 
standing with Hank and Maria, eating cornbread. “Remember,” Hodges continued, brushing 
crumbs off his shirt, “we’re the best Cactus Grove has to offer. If we can’t do it, who can? Now 
let’s go over everything again. There has to be a way to get to this bastard, and we’ve got to find 
it.” 

Coffee was made and bread passed around. It was turning into a long day. 


38 2K K K K 


“I can get next to him,” Maria said. “That won’t be a problem.” 
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“No. He’ll know you’re not a lackey and kill you right off. He doesn’t need to take any 
chances,” Kvorkia said. “That’s our problem. None of us can get close. He’s surrounded by 
slaves who will die for him. It’s hopeless.” 

“No,” Maria insisted. “You said he took four women to bed with him?” 

“Yeah,” Hodges spoke up. “He killed one and the other three can’t walk straight.” 

“Killed one?” Maria lifted her eyes. “Oh my!” 

“Don’t get cute,” her husband warned. 

“Listen,” Maria said. “We have been over this and over this. I say if he likes women, I 
can get close to him.” She looked at Hank and smiled. “I can get next to any man who likes 
women.” 

Kvorkia looked her over, nodding his approval. “Perhaps. Nevertheless, even if he 
doesn’t kill you outright, he will simply take control of your body and make you perform as he 
desires.” 

Hodges thought back to the desert, sucking the tip of Hassin’s staff, and shuddered. 

Kvorkia continued, “You would not have a chance to act against him.” 

“But what if I didn’t need to act?” Maria suggested. “What if I could kill him just by 
being next to him?” 

“Of course.” Kvorkia smiled. “A bomb.” 

“Hold on a second,” Hodges said. “How is she going to explode a bomb and not blow her 
own damned self up?” 

Maria sat back and looked at her lap, not willing to suggest the only answer to that 


question. 
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“Maybe,” Hank started, “maybe the bomb can be designed just to kill Stuelkin? Maybe it 
could be a bomb that only worked on him?” 

Hodges wasn’t the only one in the room wondering just how the hell Hank escaped the 
mind control. 

“No!” Kvorkia slammed his fist on the table. “She has it! That is the way, take a bomb to 
him!” 

“I won’t let her,” Hodges started but Kvorkia cut him off. 

“Listen, she has the right idea, but the wrong person. Not to diminish your charms,” he 
bowed his head to Maria, “but there is a good chance Stuelkin will kill you outright. Ah, but 
there is somebody he will certainly keep alive.” 

“You,” Hodges said. 

“Yes. He owes me a lifetime of humiliation and torture. He wants me alive.” 

“But the same problem; how will you explode a bomb and not kill yourself?” 

Kvorkia smiled sadly and raised his hands. “I have no desire to be a martyr. But...” 

“But there you are.” Hodges leaned back. 

“Yes. Here I am.” 

3K 2 2K kk 

They approached Cactus Grove from the south, coming by way of inhospitable land 
covered with shrubs, sticky burrs, and the treacherous cacti plants for which the town was 
named. They had to go on foot as horses were no good on such terrain, plus they didn’t want to 
be seen. It was early evening by the time they got close enough to see the streets of Cactus 
Grove, and the heat was waning. Clouds appeared on the western horizon, giving hope that rain 


and cool air would grace the evening. If they lived long enough to enjoy it. 
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“We stop here,” Kvorkia said, hunkering down to avoid being seen. Hodges, Hank, 
Charlie, Van, and another citizen named Todd joined him, each of them carefully setting packs 
on the ground. The packs were full of explosives taken from Earle’s failed copper mine: mostly 
dynamite, with a few vials of carefully packaged nitroglycerin. Todd started unwrapping the 
packs. The others watched his shaking hands with undisguised concern. 

“For Christ’s sake,” Hodges spoke in a low tone, “give him a drink.” 

Kvorkia handed his flask to Todd. 

“Thank you,” Todd drained it in one long pull, then wiped his mouth and smiled, 
exposing a hole where his two front teeth should be. “That’s the stuff!” His hands steadied as he 
continued with the packs. 

Kvorkia took off his shirt. The skin of his torso was painfully white in contrast to the 
newly acquired tan on his arms. He scratched his sternum, leaving red welts that slowly faded as 
he frowned at the display of explosives lined up before him on the uneven ground. 

“You sure about this?” Todd asked, chuckling like a moron. He was the town drunk but 
also a skilled chemist. His near-genius IQ kept him well out of danger from being seduced by 
Hassin’s staff. 

“Do it,” Kvorkia commanded. 

Todd looked at the empty vodka flask with regret, then tied the dynamite in loops around 
Kvorkia’s torso. Kvorkia held his breath and bit his lip. 

“Relax.” Todd laughed again. “This is nothing. The nitro is what’s tricky. Nitro...” He 


trailed off, lacing his arms around Kvorkia to finish stringing the dynamite together. 
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“Okay.” Todd stood up and twisted his back, working the kinks out. “Now comes the fun 
part.” He put on a pair of heavy work gloves then reached into a leather pouch and withdrew a 
handful of lard-colored goop. “A cure for what ails you,” he said. 

“Tf it gets on your skin, it’Il burn like a sonofabitch,” Todd warned as he started spreading 
it over the vest of dynamite Kvorkia was wearing. “And it’ll leave a scar.” A big blob of the stuff 
accidentally landed on Kvorkia’s stomach. “Sorry,” Todd said, wiping it away. He inspected the 
patch of dead skin, impressed that Kvorkia hadn’t flinched. 

Hodges rubbed his chin. “Explain to me once again why this won’t burn the dynamite 
and blow us all up right here, right now?” 

“Well,” Todd said, “it’s chemical.” 

“Chemical,” Hodges repeated. 

“Yeah. It’s what’s called a chemical fuse.” The liquor was wearing off and Todd started 
losing his lucidity, finding it harder to find the right words, much less speak them. “Like when 
you mix, oh, oxygen and hydrogen.” 

“Okay,” Hodges said, “that’s water.” 

“Right. Right!” Todd was happy they’d reached an understanding. He almost rubbed his 
forehead with the gooey gloved hand, then laughed when he caught himself in time. “See what I 
almost did? Hoo, Boy!” 

Hodges took a few steps away from Kvorkia. 

“Okay, you can put your shirt on now,” Todd told Kvorkia. Hank picked it off the ground 
and helped Kvorkia put it on, very, very carefully. 

Todd pulled another vial from the pouch and held it up to the evening light. It was clear 


as water with a light blue tint and looked very refreshing. 
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“And here’s the fuse.” Todd handed the vial to Kvorkia, who held it reverently. “Spill 
this stuff on your shirt when you’re ready to go. About ten minutes later... Boom!” 

“When you say about...?” Kvorkia asked. 

“No more than ten. No less than, oh, say three.” 

“Three!” Hank exclaimed. “That’s not enough!” 

Todd looked hurt. “It’s not like I had time to prepare. No laboratory or anything like that. 
Listen, he could start sweating, the fibers in his shirt could conduct, or inhibit the heat for that 
matter. Lots of things could go wrong. But I say at least three because you could pour the stuff 
directly on the goop and it wouldn’t blow for three minutes. Probably.” 

“Tt will have to do,” Kvorkia said, putting the vial in his vest pocket. “Are we ready?” he 
asked. The men around him checked their guns, muttering affirmatives. 

“This won’t work,” Hodges said. “Everybody knows that, right?” He turned to Kvorkia. 
“You’re throwing your life away.” 

“You don’t have to join us,” Kvorkia retorted. 

“That’s good to know.” Hodges spun his gun and flipped it into his holster. “I’m just 
surprised this is the best we can do.” 

“You didn’t come up with anything better,” Hank said. 

“Didn’t have much time, though, did I?” 

“Stuelkin grows stronger by the minute,” Kvorkia reminded them. “Time is against us. 
Now either you are with us, or—” 

“Hey, just because you’re wrapped up in explosives doesn’t give you the right to tell me 


what to do. I am still the Sheriff here.” Hodges sighed, realizing how stupid that sounded, and 
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put his hands on his hips. “Okay. Now that everybody knows what a jackass I am, I guess we’re 
ready?” 
“Certainly,” Kvorkia said, gingerly squatting down to pick up his rifle. 
38 2K K K K 

Hodges knew the streets of Cactus Grove better than anyone, having patrolled them at all 
hours and in various stages of sobriety, so it was upon him to lead Kvorkia unnoticed to Maria’s 
whorehouse. There were a few close calls, but as they crept through the back alleys, Hodges 
always knew of a nook to duck into or a water barrel to crouch behind when people walked by. 
They entered the whorehouse through a loose plank Hodges had never gotten around to fixing. It 
was barely big enough for a full-sized man to squeeze through, even without an extra five inches 
of dynamite strapped under his shirt. Kvorkia handed the vial of “fuse” to Hodges and scooted 
through the opening, skinny enough to make it look easy. When he was safely in the building, 
Kvorkia’s hand reached out and Hodges gave him the vial back, then he removed his gun belt 
and pushed it before him as he lay on the ground and rolled through the opening, embarrassed 
that it was tight for him and he wasn’t even wearing dynamite. He planned to eat less, if he got 
out of this alive. 

The opening led to the kitchen and they listened carefully for signs of life before 
venturing into the hallway. Normally the house would be hopping at this time, full of laughing 
whores and nervous cowboys, but not that night. Hodges and Kvorkia didn’t see anyone as they 
made their way up creaking stairs to the third floor. They crept into Maria’s room and snuck a 
look out the window overlooking the hotel’s courtyard. Almost every citizen of Cactus Grove 
was there, the men lined up like soldiers on parade and the women bustling about preparing 


supply wagons. Like they were preparing for war. 
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Hodges offered his hand. “Well, it’s been nice knowing you.” 

Kvorkia grasped his hand. “If we die tonight stopping Stuelkin, we will be remembered 
in heaven.” 

“What do you mean ‘if ?” 

“But if we fail to stop Stuelkin, there will be no heaven for us.” 

“Save your motivation for the cowboys. I’m here, aren’t I? And heaven never appealed to 
me anyway. No whores there and I’ve grown accustomed to Maria’s company.” Hodges took his 
hand back from Kvorkia’s grip. 

“Tt has been a pleasure knowing you, too.” Kvorkia removed the vial from his vest 
pocket, uncorked the top, and set it on the window sill. Hodges slinked out the door. 

38 2K K K K 

Hank picked a spot behind the jail, where tall grass grew next to a pile of rotted wood. He 
crept low until he heard voices, then threw himself to the ground and crawled on his belly until 
he reached the grass. It was itchy and bugs didn’t approve of his being there, but if he was seen it 
could be the end of everything. Kvorkia was clear on that point; they should get as close as they 
could to the hotel, but not at the risk of getting caught. Once caught, they could be ‘persuaded’ to 
give information that would jeopardize this last chance. Then Kvorkia suggested that, were one 
of them to get caught, it would be a good idea for that man to take his own life. Hank surely 
didn’t want to go out that way. 

He crawled around the pile of wood and cautiously lifted his head. Through the slim path 
between the jail and hotel he could see a crowd of people milling about. They weren’t making 
much noise, however, just a few voices carrying on the wind. Hank moved back to the shelter of 


the tall grass and leaned against the wood pile. 
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Hank hoped Charlie and Van were okay. They were supposed to be hiding in different 
locations, also as close to the hotel as they dared get. Hodges had been right, the plan wasn’t 
very good, and Hank surely hated to see Kvorkia carrying the whole burden, but they didn’t have 
other options. Kvorkia realized that Stuelkin would be suspicious if he allowed himself to be 
caught too easily, so the first part of his plan was to make a serious attempt on Stuelkin’s life: try 
to shoot him from the third floor window of Maria’s whorehouse. If that worked, well, God 
Bless Cactus Grove! However, Kvorkia was pretty sure it wouldn’t work, what with Stuelkin’s 
awesome powers and all. So once the attempt was made, Kvorkia would immediately douse 
himself with the chemical fuse and wait to be captured and taken before Stuelkin. Then, 
depending on the time of the fuse, hopefully he would be close enough to the wizard when the 
dynamite blew to kill them both. But this, too, probably wouldn’t work, so he had Hank, Hodges, 
Charlie, and Van armed and hidden around the hotel as the last, last, last resort. Their part in the 
plan was to charge the hotel when they heard the explosion and hope that there would be enough 
fallout confusion from the blast to pick off Stuelkin before he regained control of the situation. 

For a plan, Hank thought it relied too heavily on hope. 

Hank checked his guns once again, verifying that each had a full load. He leaned back 
and took a deep breath. The sky was getting darker, especially to the west. The storm clouds he’d 
seen earlier were thick and black and rolling in fast. Hank took a closer look and sat up in 
astonishment. They weren’t clouds at all! It was dust! A massive, swirling body of sand from the 
desert kicked up into the sky and flying at Cactus Grove like a swarm of locust. 

“Just what we need,” Hank muttered, pulling a red bandana from the back pocket of his 


denim pants and wrapping it around his nose and mouth like a bandito. 
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Stuelkin saw the cloud of sand from his hotel window. It was coming fast, rolling over 
the land like an ocean unleashed. With his superior vision, Stuelkin could see fragments of men 
riding in the sand: heads, arms, legs, chunks of bodies adding to the bulk of the sandstorm. 
Djehntymose had found his army. 

Stuelkin motioned for the women to leave and those who could still walk did so, carrying 
the one who was no longer conscious. He rose from the quilted bed and stood naked before the 
window, smiling. 

“Djehntymose,” he hissed, “you will go down in history as my first victory.” 

Stuelkin laughed as he dressed, grabbing Hassin’s staff before leaving the room. 

38 2K K K K 

Kvorkia threw his back against the wall and cursed himself. He’d been gazing out the 
window when everybody turned to his direction and started pointing. He felt sure he’d been seen. 
He stole a quick glance and saw they were still there, but he realized they weren’t pointing at 
him, but above him, to the sky. He wanted to go to the other side of the house and see what was 
causing the commotion, but he couldn’t risk losing his chance to shoot Stuelkin. 

Small grains of sand pelted the town like the beginning of a rain storm. The evening sky 
turned a strange brown color. Stuelkin emerged from the hotel and raised his hands. The people 
in the courtyard cheered. 

Kvorkia drew a bead on Stuelkin but before he could pull the trigger the wizard leapt into 
the air and flew over the heads of his slaves, pointing Hassin’s staff to the west. Sand came 
flying in harder now, whipping around the window like a brown curtain. Kvorkia could barely 


see, much less aim. 
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Suddenly the building shook and Kvorkia fell to his knees trying to catch the vial of fuse 
that had sat upon the window sill. He managed to save most of it, but some spilled on the sill, on 
the floor, and on his shirt. Kvorkia gnashed his teeth and stripped the shirt off quickly. He would 
have to wait until whatever was happening outside stopped before trying to shoot Stuelkin. In the 
meantime, he had to find another shirt to wear. He opened the chest of drawers and pawed 
through Maria’s clothes looking for anything that wasn’t a dress. 

38 2K K K K 

Hodges was hiding in the hotel’s supply shed when the sandstorm blew into the 
courtyard. He was close enough to see the shine on Stuelkin’s teeth when he stepped out of the 
hotel, smiled, and flew above the people who cheered him like some kind of god. 

The shed rocked as the wind slapped it, and the sound of the sand blasting the wood was 
deafening. Hodges howled along with the wind and pulled his guns. Kvorkia’s stupid plan that 
was bound to fail anyway certainly wasn’t going to work in this hellish sandstorm. Every man 
for himself, Hodges thought, kicking down the door and ready to fight. 

The wind ripped the shed door away and sent it sailing. Sand whipped around the open 
door frame and knocked Hodges down. He wiped his eyes with his sleeve and saw a skeletal 
coyote with a toad like growth on its back sniffing around the open door. The coyote looked at 
him with black pits for eyes and snarled, gore dripping from its fangs. The lump on its back 
twitched a snake-like tail and hissed. Then the coyote turned and ran away. 

Hodges took that as a sign to stay down. He propped himself up on his elbows and 


watched the battle through the shed’s splintered doorway. 
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CHAPTER 13 — THE BATTLE OF CACTUS GROVE 


Stuelkin couldn’t repress a smile as the sandstorm blasted the town square. Of course it 
wasn’t sand, it was Djehntymose’s army of the dead. So long dead, in fact, there weren’t enough 
physical remains left of the various men or demons to make complete soldiers. The “sand” was 
really pieces of bone and hair that hadn’t decomposed. The entire storm was a lot of bluster with 
no punch. 

Stuelkin flew high above the courtyard and watched his loyal subjects, the men, women, 
and children of Cactus Grove, react to Djehntymose’s attack. The bits of death swirling in the air 
would come together just long enough to form a solid shape: a fist, or a head, something the dead 
could still remember of a body, and then it would strike one of Stuelkin’s soldiers, occasionally 
hard enough to cause serious damage. Some fell dead. 

But to their credit, Stuelkin’s army didn’t get scared. They got angry. They snarled and 
cursed; they recklessly shot guns and rifles into the wind sometimes hitting their own, but they 
didn’t care; they were eager to fight and die for Stuelkin. It was what he wanted to see, and after 
enjoying the spectacle from his vantage point in the sky, he decided to end the farce and send 
Djehntymose to oblivion. 

As Stuelkin descended, he noticed the boy Djehntymose had possessed waiting further 
down the main street, far from the fighting. Phil, the cowboy from the desert was with him, dead 
but still standing. The boy turned and started walking away. Stuelkin chuckled. If Djehntymose 
though he was getting away that easily, he was sorely mistaken. 

Stuelkin held Hassin’s staff before him and flew through the battlefield. He blasted the 


sands of death away like blowing dandelion seeds, ending the fight with one roaring sweep. His 
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army punched their fists in the air and cheered as he passed. Their first victory. The first of what 
Stuelkin knew would be many. 

His feet touched ground on the main street. “Leaving so soon,” he called after 
Djehntymose, using Hassin’s staff to stop the boy’s body from taking another step. 

Dyjehntymose turned and watched helplessly as Stuelkin strutted toward him, hooded eyes 
hanging over a wicked grin. “My, you have been a bad boy, haven’t you? What’s it like, living in 
that child? Miserable, I’d imagine. So small and weak.” Stuelkin chuckled. “What a way to 
spend eternity.” 

Stuelkin didn’t pay attention to the dead cowboy standing off to the side, but as he passed 
within arm’s reach, the zombie grabbed for him. Stuelkin reacted, jumping back and smashing 
Hassin’s staff against Phil’s arm. The arm fell off the body and writhed on the ground. Stuelkin 
frowned at it. 

When he looked up, the boy was smiling. 

The dust from the dead army rose again. Debris blew up from the ground, like the entire 
world was being torn apart. A thick cloud spiraled into the open wound where Phil’s arm had 
been, like water speeding down a drain. Stuelkin tried to take flight, but the heavy, swirling dust 
knocked him down. Phil’s body grew larger as it took in more debris, its skin busting apart and 
stitching itself back together in a muscular red weave. When all the dust had been absorbed, the 
cowboy stood twenty feet tall and was as wide as two lengths of the road. 

Stuelkin cocked his head and sneered, insulted that Djehntymose could even think a 
stupid trick like this would impress him. He raised Hassin’s staff and prepared to annihilate the 
giant zombie, but before he could cast the spell, the monster cowboy let out a roar that shook the 


earth beneath Stuelkin’s feet. 
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A red arm grew from the socket where the dust had entered the body. Stuelkin watched 
the sinewy limb stretch towards him. The arm ended with a claw. A familiar claw. Stuelkin felt a 
flicker of concern. 

When the arm had filled to its full proportion, the giant flexed its bicep and balled the 
claw into a fist. Then it smiled at Stuelkin. What once had been Phil’s face was now a horribly 
distorted canvas of misplaced features: the eyes too close together, the nose flattened and pushed 
to the right, and the lips, stretched in a bizarre smile that reached from ear to ear, couldn’t cover 
the pointed teeth that popped out all over the place. And when the mighty rack of horns burst 
from either side of the head with a moist ripping sound, Stuelkin knew he was in for a fight. 

The flesh melted away from Phil’s face revealing the visage of Beius the Velea. The 
demon tossed its massive head back and roared, freezing the blood of every human within 
earshot. Except Stuelkin. He jumped into the air and flew over Beius, pointing Hassin’s staff at 
the demon as he shouted a spell. 

Beius leapt and grabbed the wizard’s foot, stopping Stuelkin’s tongue with a gasp. The 
demon pulled him to the ground. Stuelkin smashed Hassin’s staff against Beius’ head on the way 
down and the demon howled in pain. 

“Don’t you recognize your master,” Stuelkin said, baring his teeth. “You should know 
better than to listen to Djehntymose; he brought you back for nothing but more pain and 
humiliation.” 

“T serve no master,” Beius replied, “especially not a fool with a stick.” 

The demon charged Stuelkin from a crouch, moving faster than anything on foot or hoof. 
Stuelkin raised Hassin’s staff in time to defend himself, the gnarled wood connecting with the 


dead center of Beius’ forehead. The sound of impact was like a thunder clap. 
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The demon’s gigantic body split in two, dividing exactly where Hassin’s staff had struck 
its head. The two halves sped past Stuelkin, fanning out. Each half stood equidistant from 
Stuelkin, hopping on one foot for balance. Stuelkin looked from one to the other, but before he 
could form a plan, the two parts of Beius’ body slammed into each other, sandwiching Stuelkin 
between them. The wizard swung Hassin’s staff in a circle, but it wasn’t enough to stop him 
from being engulfed in the massive body of Beius the Velea. 

The two halves knit together around Stuelkin, Beius’ bulk easily swallowing Stuelkin’s 
human form. The demon bent over, grunting with exertion, as parts of his tough, red—leather 
skin bulged where the tip of Hassin’s staff tried to bust through. Then the bulky head of the staff 
managed to break free between two of Beius’ ribs, the demon’s side exploding with gore. 
Stuelkin wiggled the stick back and forth, trying to widen the gap. Bubbles of black blood blew 
out of the wound as Stuelkin struggled to breathe through the internal organs forming around 
him 

Beius grabbed the end of the staff with his claw and plucked it from his body, the other 
claw immediately covering the hole in his side. The demon looked pained for a moment, then 
confused, and finally he chuckled. Stuelkin was dead and Beius the Velea had Hassin’s staff. 

38 2K K K K 

Kvorkia and Sheriff Hodges met in front of Maria’s whorehouse where they watched the 
battle between Stuelkin and Beius with wide-eyed amazement. When it was over, Hodges 
offered the observation: “I don’t like the looks of that big, red fella. He may turn out to be even 
worse than Stuelkin.” 


Kvorkia nodded. 
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Hodges noticed that Kvorkia was wearing one of Maria’s frilly blouses with flowers on 
the sleeves and a rather risqué neck line. He felt a little uncomfortable when he realized he could 
see the other man’s right nipple and remembered that was exactly the reason he liked the shirt so 
much when Maria wore it. He opened his mouth to say something, but for the first time in a long 
time, Sheriff Hodges was speechless. 

Kvorkia didn’t seem bothered by the shirt though; he just stood there, absent-mindedly 
fingering the cap in the vial of his chemical fuse. Hodges inched away from the man. “Might as 
well take off the dynamite vest now,” Hodges said. “Probably won’t have a chance to use it 
anymore.” 

“No,” Kvorkia drawled. “Not just yet.” 

Hodges stepped off the porch and casually walked to the other side of the big oak tree in 
the yard. He looked down the street and watched the big red fella. He appeared to be engaged in 
a heated argument with Timmy. Hodges was too far away to hear what the argument was about, 
but it ended when the demon grabbed Timmy by the head and flung him down the road towards 
Cactus Grove. The boy’s body flew a good fifty yards before crashing into the ground and 
rolling to a stop. Then the demon took off running for the desert. 

Kvorkia started for Timmy, but Hodges held up a hand. “Don’t run! I don’t want you 
jostling anything. I'll go.” And the Sheriff began to run. Hank, who had been watching from his 
hiding place behind the jail, also made for Timmy, joining Hodges on the trail. 

They reached the boy, who was just sitting up. “Wait,” Hodges told a breathless Hank, 
grabbing his shoulder to keep him from getting too close. “Watch this.” Hank stood, his jaw 
dropping as Timmy’s body healed itself; broken bones that were jutting through torn skin 


snapped back in place like pieces of a puzzle, blood rolled back into wounds, and skin sewed 
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itself up. When he was finished, there wasn’t a patch of scraped skin on the body, even though 
the clothes looked as if they’d been put through a wringer. Timmy stood up and frowned at the 
men. 

“What are you looking at?” the boy asked. 

38 2K K K K 

It was a hard night for the citizens of Cactus Grove. The townspeople who had been 
under the spell of Hassin’s staff started coming out of their trances and weren’t feeling at all 
good about it. A few had died during the battle, mostly from shots fired by their own friends. 
When the fog of Stuelkin’s control lifted, these memories returned and more than one man was 
reduced to tears. The women who had been subjected to Stuelkin’s physical lust wailed and beat 
their chests like characters from a Greek play, their husbands standing mute and devastated. 

Sheriff Hodges tried his best to calm things down, telling everybody to return to their 
homes, but many decided to leave Cactus Grove that night. The addition of satanic possessions 
to a week marked by earthquakes and marauding demons made it difficult to see much future in 
the town, even if they were going to build a damned railroad. The Sheriff tried to convince his 
constituents that things would look better after a good night’s rest, but the families with children 
started organizing a wagon train to go east, and the idea grew in popularity. 

While Hodges tried to stop a mass migration from Cactus Grove, Charlie, Hank, Van, and 
Kvorkia were in Charlie’s store sitting around Timmy, who wore a petulant expression on his 
face and held his arms crossed and his chin down. Kvorkia, looking damned silly in Maria’s 
flowery shirt, was interrogating the child. 

“Did you think, even for a moment, that the Velea would give you Hassin’s staff?” 


Kvorkia said in a mocking tone. 
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“That was the bargain. I give him a body, he gives me the staff.” 

“You bargained with a Velea? Were you born yesterday?” A particularly insulting jab, 
considering Djehntymose was older than the North American continent. 

“No, you idiot!” Timmy spat, “I only made the bargain because I needed his body. I fully 
expected him to betray me like a Velea, but he didn’t. I suspect he may be of impure lineage.” 

“What do you mean, he didn’t betray you? You don’t have the staff you want so badly.” 

“Oh, he betrayed me, but not like a Velea. A true Velea would have killed this boy and 
eaten its body.” Djehntymose gestured with Timmy’s hands. “That is what I was expecting.” 

Kvorkia leaned back. “Of course. You are looking to get out of that body.” 

“You have no idea.” 

“And what better place than the almost indestructible body of a Velea?” 

Timmy raised his hands, glad they finally understood each other. “But you continue 
holding me here! Right now Beius is on his way back to the desert where he will use Hassin’s 
staff to rebuild his body, his original body, the one he lost during the battle for hell. He will need 
to eat afterwards, and I intend to be his first meal.” Timmy looked at his boyish body. “Or at 
least his first appetizer.” 

“You can’t kill Timmy,” Hank protested, “he’s the only kin Sue has left!” 

Kvorkia stopped Hank with a hand gesture and leaned closer to the boy. “Let’s make a 
deal. I give you my body, you let the boy go.” 

“You would trade your life for the boy’s?” Timmy looked confused. 

“Yes. And you must agree not to hurt these people or this land. Once you have Beius’ 
body, return to your home in hell and leave humanity in peace.” 


“Now who is acting like he was born yesterday,” Timmy said with a smile. 
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“Perhaps so,” Kvorkia said, “but you will need a willing accomplice to trick Beius. He 
must suspect something is wrong with Timmy’s body, that’s why he didn’t eat it when he had the 
chance. And it is not big enough to satisfy any real hunger. Plus I believe Beius can sense the 
danger you present, and even if you were to take over another body I think he would be 
suspicious of your vessel.” 

“Then why you?” 

“Because you wouldn’t have to control my actions. You can lay dormant while I 
willingly attack Beius and force him to defeat me. Then, as is his way, he would eat my body and 
you would have a new home.” 

“And all I have to do is let this boy live?” 

“And leave this place when we are done.” 

“Fine,” Timmy said, nodding in agreement, “bring me a knife and I will move into your 
body.” 

“Not yet. As I said, you’re presence in a body has a corruptive effect which Beius can 
detect. To minimize the exposure, we won’t make the change until we are closer, and even then 
you must not enter my mind or the Velea may notice.” 

“Ah.” Timmy leaned back. “You are hiding something from me. That’s why you don’t 
want to make the change now, that’s why you don’t want me to see your mind.” 

Kvorkia softened his hazel-brown eyes and held his hands out, palms up. “What do I 
have to hide? Once you’re in me, you can take over my body whenever you want. I just don’t 
want to jeopardize our last chance.” 

“It doesn’t matter,” Timmy said. “Anything to get out of this pathetic body. But we must 


act fast! Beius will be hungry after his transformation. He will want to eat!” 
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38 2K K K K 


Once again Hank, Hodges, Kvorkia, and Timmy rode at night, but this time they traveled 
the familiar trail to the Lazy J ranch. It was the same route Beius had taken in his trek back to the 
desert, and his enormous footprints were easy to track, even in the dark. Hank worried that the 
demon had stopped at the ranch and killed the people hiding there, like Sue, but Kvorkia assured 
him that the Velea wouldn’t eat until it regained its old body. Therefore, it wouldn’t waste time 
killing for the sake of killing. Sheriff Hodges agreed that sounded reasonable, mostly to calm 
Hank. To his way of thinking, nothing much was reasonable anymore, and he prepared himself 
for the worst. A hard lump choked his throat, and his eyes burned when he thought of losing 
Maria. 

Halfway to the ranch they came upon Preacher, who was traveling much slower than 
their group. He looked terrible. His face was filthy except where tears had cut the grime away 
leaving twin tracks of clean, white skin on his cheeks. His nostrils were crusted with snot and 
red-rimmed from all the blowing he’d been doing. The other men were silently embarrassed for 
him. He tried apologizing to them for the way he’d acted in the desert, but his voice cracked and 
he turned away, furiously wiping his face with the tattered sleeve of his denim shirt. Kvorkia and 
Hank muttered sympathetic words, but Hodges recognized another opportunity to utilize his 
finely-honed people skills. 

“Damn right you’re sorry,” Hodges said. “Could have had us killed! Hank here was able 
to resist, what the hell happened to you?” 

Hank shook his head and rode on while Preacher took a shuddering breath and faced the 
Sheriff. “I said I was sorry. I couldn’t control myself—” 


“Yeah, yeah,” Hodges cut him off, “you just didn’t try hard enough.” 
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“That’s not true! I didn’t want to... I didn’t know...” 

“Well no use arguing over it. But you owe us one. Remember that big red fella who ate 
Stuelkin? We’re going after him and you’re coming.” 

“I... I... I can’t,” Preacher stuttered, but Hodges turned and rode ahead before he could 
finish. 

“Come on!” Hodges called over his shoulder. “We haven’t got all night.” 

Preacher sniffled and wiped his nose once again with the back of his sun-burnt hand, then 
spurred his horse to catch up with the Sheriff of Cactus Grove. 

38 2K K K K 

They reached the Lazy J ranch by morning. Maria ran outside to greet them with bad 
news. The demon had passed by the ranch last night and caught Todd, who had been out 
drinking by the fence. There wasn’t enough left of Todd to bother burying. 

Kvorkia seemed unusually upset by that news and went inside to brood. Maria stood 
aside as he stormed past. 

“Why is he wearing my shirt?” she asked her husband, sliding an arm around his thick 
waist. 

“Let him keep it,” he answered. “For some reason I don’t ever want to see you in it 
again.” 

They walked together into the house. Timmy followed them, found a seat at the table, and 
said, “Once again I require food. Bring me something to eat.” 

Maria raised a finger to lay down the rules of the house, but Hodges stopped her with a 
gentle hand. “Don’t bother,” he said. “The boy is evil, he’ll never learn good manners. But if 


there is something in the house, and you don’t mind...” 
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Maria twirled away from Hodges and stormed to the pantry with her nose in the air. She 
banged around for a while and came out with an armful of cooking supplies, which she tossed on 
the counter. She used her stylishly long and lacquered thumb nail to strike a kitchen match and 
held its flame to light the stove. Then she carelessly bumped a coffee pot onto the hot plate, 
water splashing to the floor. Hodges sat across the table from Timmy and smiled at the boy. 
“Mmmm, you’re in for a treat. Maria’s the best cook this side of the Rio Grande.” Maria laughed 
out loud and cracked an egg over a bowl, the yolk taking plenty of shell with it as it fell. 

“T will be glad to be rid of your company,” Timmy replied. “I loathe suffering fools.” 

Hank came into the kitchen with his hat in hand. He looked at Maria and asked, “How’s 
Sue doing?” 

“She’s upstairs.” Maria motioned with her hand, spraying flour across the room, a fat line 
of it falling across Timmy’s face. He snorted and white powder blew from his nose. Hodges 
leaned back, a smile stretched across his face. 

“Looks good on you,” he said. 

Timmy growled as Hank walked past on his way to the stairs. He’d climbed the first few 
when Kvorkia poked his head around the parlor door. “Hank, would you come here for a 
moment?” he asked. 

Hank looked longingly up the stairs, sighed, then turned around and joined Kvorkia in the 
parlor. Kvorkia peered into the kitchen at Timmy, who scowled intently at the Sheriff, then 
Kvorkia gently swung the door closed. He motioned for Hank to join him in the far corner of the 
room. 


“What’s going on?” Hank asked. 
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“T need your help,” Kvorkia pulled down the neck of the already scandalous shirt 
exposing the dynamite vest. Hank jumped back. 

“Jesus! You’re still wearing that thing?” 

“Shhhh!” Kvorkia pulled the shirt up. “The boy must not know!” 

“What are you going to do? Blow the boy up?” 

“No, no. Don’t worry, I’m going to take Djehntymose away from the boy and trap him in 
my body.” 

“Then blow yourself up.” Hank shook his head. “Just like with Stuelkin.” 

“Not exactly. Djehntymose would never let me light the fuse. He would know before I 
did it. That’s why I need your help.” 

“Oh, no, I couldn’t.” 

“But you must! I had hoped Todd would be around to give me more of the fuse, enough 
to give to both you and Hodges so either of you would be able to do it should things get difficult. 
But now I only have this little bit left,” Kvorkia took out the vial and handed it to Hank. “You 
must find a way to spill it on me after we make the switch.” 

“No, I can’t. Listen, I’ll do it. Give me the vest and PII take the.... what is it? 
Djehntyhouse?” 

“Ah, you fool.” Kvorkia grabbed his arm and forced him to take the vial. “It’s not only 
the demon inside Timmy, it is the Velea, Beius, and we must destroy it as well. Only I know how 
to fight him, and only I can make him mad enough to eat my body. You have to soak me with 


this fuse before I confront Beius, do you understand?” 
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Hank shook his head but took the vial anyway. He chewed on his lower lip and locked 
eyes with Kvorkia. Then in a burst of emotion, Hank wrapped his arms around Kvorkia in a 
powerful hug. Kvorkia stiffened and hissed, “Hank! Hank! The fuse, watch the fuse!” 

Hank pulled away, took a deep breath, and nodded as he turned to walk away. Kvorkia 
called him back. “Hank, listen carefully, the boy must not know about this plan. You have to 
keep it secret, tell no one. And just act normally.” 

“Right.” Hank walked to the door. 

“Thank you, my friend.” Kvorkia bowed to him, the frilly shirt billowing out around his 
chest. 

Hank stopped at the door and looked back. “Hey Kvorkia,” he said, “I have an extra shirt. 
If you want it.” 

“No, I don’t want the boy to get suspicious.” Kvorkia adjusted the collar, shrugging his 
shoulders as he pulled it back up. “Thank you anyway.” 

38 2K K K K 

They rode out as soon as they had filled all available canteens and shoveled as much of 
Maria’s cooking down their throats as their stomachs would allow. Kvorkia and Timmy led the 
way on a single horse, with Hodges following and Hank and Preacher bringing up the rear. 
Timmy started the journey complaining about being stuck in the boy’s body. He’d wanted to 
switch to Kvorkia’s body before they began, but Kvorkia insisted that they would wait until they 
were sure Beius was still in the desert. 

The blistering sun crawled across the sky as they rode further into the sandy expanse of 
desert. After a few hours the horses had begun to stumble, a white foam clinging to their lips, 


and the men weren’t doing much better. They stopped numerous times to let their horses slurp 
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water from double-cupped hands, but the animals were still in a bad mood from being forced to 
travel in such conditions. 

By the time the sun reached its peak, the men had adapted their horses’ attitudes: sullen 
and temperamental. Conversation stopped and was replaced by short looks and frustrated grunts. 
Even Timmy held his tongue. The sweltering heat reduced him to scowling at Kvorkia, pointing 
to the canteen and snarling. Kvorkia returned the scowl and palmed the leather pouch, making 
sure to take a drink for himself before passing it to the possessed child. 

They stopped when Timmy held up his tiny fist and pointed to a spot in the distance. 
Hodges cupped his hand over his eyes but couldn’t see anything except shimmering heat waves. 
Kvorkia, however, dismounted and motioned for them to do the same. The cowboys practically 
fell off their horses and formed a loose circle around Kvorkia and Timmy. 

“Let’s do it,” Kvorkia said in a raspy voice. 

Timmy held out his hand. “Knife,” he said, coughing sand. 

Kvorkia took his blade from the sheath on his belt and handed it to Timmy. The boy 
grabbed Kvorkia’s wrist, pulled it down, and casually hacked a deep gash in the palm. Kvorkia 
flinched and swallowed spit. Then Timmy cut his own hand in a similar fashion and held it out to 
Kvorkia. He closed his hand around the boy’s smaller hand and their blood mixed together. It 
seeped through their fingers and ran down their arms, but none spilled. The blood just twisted 
around until it had a chance to flow back into Kvorkia’s hand. When it was over, Kvorkia broke 
away with a shove. Timmy fell on his butt and started crying. 

“Shut that bastard up,” Kvorkia hissed, then hunched over, gripping his stomach. Hodges, 
who stood next to him, heard the man arguing with himself; “No, you can’t be in control. Beius 


will know. Beius will know. Get out! I said get out!” 
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It just keeps getting better, Hodges thought, patting his friend on the back. 
Kvorkia stood straight and smiled. “Well, friends,” he said, “shall we meet our destiny?” 
38 2K K K K 

They walked their horses, Kvorkia reasoning that the animals needed to rest before riding 
hard into Beius’ lair. Hank tried to calm Timmy as they walked, but the boy cried and jerked his 
head around like a nervous gecko. Hodges ran out of patience with the boy and finally said, 
“We’ll bury you out here, you don’t stop crying.” 

Hank put his hands on his hips and turned to confront Hodges, but when the Sheriff 
pointed his chin at the kid, Hank realized the boy had stopped crying and was looking at his 
boots. Hank sighed, took the boy’s hand, and continued walking. 

Kvorkia stopped, pointed at the horizon and asked, “Can you see the mound?” 

After letting their eyes focus on the distance, the others saw a swell in the unending 
desert sands. 

“That is where Beius is rebuilding his body.” Kvorkia made a point of looking at Hank 
and announced, “I would say that, if we ride hard, we can be there within three to ten minutes.” 

Hodges noticed Hank reaching into his vest pocket and clucked his tongue. “Come here 
Timmy,” he called, “you’re riding with me.” 

Timmy didn’t want to leave Hank, but the cowboy wasn’t paying any attention to him, so 
the terrified boy shuffled to Sheriff Hodges. Hank was too busy looking at Kvorkia with anguish 
in his eyes to notice. Hodges wasted no time getting on his horse, hauling Timmy up, and putting 


distance between himself and the stranger who'd rode into Cactus Grove only four days ago. 
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Hank slid the vial from his vest and slipped it into the nozzle of his canteen. It fit 
perfectly, its flared lid catching on the canteen lip so it didn’t fall in. Hank stopped Kvorkia just 
before he swung up on his horse. 

“What do you want?” Kvorkia asked. 

“T thought you might need a drink,” Hank held up the canteen, “before we go.” 

“Thank you.” Kvorkia’s eyes flared as he took the canteen. He slowly lifted it to his 
mouth and Hank stumbled into him, knocking the canteen from his hands. The vial spilled all 
over his shirt. The flimsy, sweat-soaked fabric absorbed the additional liquid and stuck to him 
like a second skin. Kvorkia pushed Hank away and swore. “You clumsy oaf! What’s the matter 
with you?” 

“Sorry.” Hank backed away. “Must be touched by the heat.” 

Kvorkia was frowning but winked at him before he turned to mount his horse. 

Hank went to Ridel, choking back a sob. He stepped to the other side of his horse, hugged 
the animal around her hairy neck, and looked at Kvorkia, blinking water from his eyes. 

Kvorkia had barely settled his rump in his saddle when the dynamite vest exploded. Hank 
saw his friend engulfed in a flash of light and had a brief second to realize what was happening 
before the blast expanded. Ridel, who had been standing between Hank and the explosion, was 
knocked off her feet. Hank held on to Ridel’s neck, and when she landed Hank was trapped 
underneath her dying body. 

Lying under his horse, Hank could feel the liquid gurgle that came with Ridel’s every 
breath. He tried to get loose, to push Ridel to her feet, but it was no use. The horse was terrified 
and in pain, making pitiful whining sounds. Hank reached for the animal’s head with the arm that 


wasn’t trapped and whispered soothing sounds. He tried rubbing the ear to comfort the animal, 
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but his hand came away sticky with blood. Hank couldn’t see that the blast had stripped most the 
skin off the other side of his horse. 

Hank rested his head on the sand and looked at the sky. The sun was directly above him. 
It looked barely the size of a gold coin, yet Hank felt its heat on his cheeks and forehead, as if his 
face was mere inches from an open oven. The shock of the blast had momentarily deafened him 
and when he called for help his voice seemed thin. So he kept still, hugging his horse with his 
free arm, and felt Ridel’s life gurgling away with every bloody breath. 

Hank closed his eyes. 

When he opened them again, Hodges stood over him, aiming his gun. Hodges fired the 
weapon and Hank’s body involuntarily jerked, the shot cutting through the ringing in his ears. He 
took that as a sign that his hearing was coming back. 

But he couldn’t feel Ridel’s ragged breathing anymore. 

“I’m sorry, Hank.” Hodges holstered his gun. “I know you should’ve done that, but we 
got to get you out of there.” 

Preacher came and stood next to the Sheriff. He was scraped and bloody, a wide gash 
oozing across his forehead. His shirt was in tatters and the cast that had been on his broken hand 
was reduced to scrap. Only Sheriff Hodges looked undamaged, because he had taken Timmy 
away from the man wearing the dynamite vest. 

“Preacher and I are going to try and lift the body up enough for you to scoot out,” Hodges 
said, bending down. “Are you ready?” 

Hank nodded and waited for Preacher to take his place next to Hodges. “All right, 
Preach,” Hodges said, “I know your hands ain’t good for much, so get down real low here and 


when I pull up, try to get your shoulder underneath for leverage. Ready?” 
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Hodges pushed his arms under the horse, bent at the knees, and lifted with a grunt. 
Preacher, who lay on his stomach, found enough room to get a shoulder under the dead animal 
and crawled forward, pushing the body up. Hodges readjusted his grip, got his legs under him, 
and lifted again. “Move, Hank! Move!” he yelled. 

Hank couldn’t feel his body, much less move it, but he pushed away with his good arm 
and felt something give. His other arm came out and he used both to push. When he could see his 
legs, he twisted away and rolled from under the horse. Preacher also rolled away just as Hodge’s 
hands came away with fistfuls of horsehair as he lost his grip. 

Hodges sank to his knees then sat down, leaning against Ridel’s corpse. He looked at 
Hank. “You okay?” he asked. 

Hank was rubbing his legs, feeling his toes moving in his boots. “I'll be okay,” he 
replied. 

“What about you, Preach?” 

Preacher didn’t say anything, he just nodded. A trickle of blood ran down his cheek; a red 
tear. 

“Well.” Hodges took a deep breath and wiped his brow. “Well,” he said again, his voice 
trailing off. 

Hank got to his feet and looked at the spot where Kvorkia had been before the explosion. 
There was a perfect circle of clean, dry sand where Kvorkia’s horse had stood, but radiating from 
that circle was an ocean of gore. The sand around him was black with blood, and unrecognizable 
chunks of horse and man splashed the desert with vibrant colors, like fleshy cactus flowers. Hank 


walked around to get his legs working again. He saw the head of Kvorkia’s horse about twenty 
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yards to the south. He looked north and saw one of the animal’s big hind legs about another 
twenty yards off. 

Hank saw Timmy sitting very still on Hodges’ horse. The child was visibly shaken, but 
wasn’t bawling anymore. Suddenly Hank felt sorry for the boy. 

“We’ve got to get Timmy back.” Hank turned to Hodges. “Sue will want to see him.” 

Hodges struggled to his feet. “That’s the problem. We’ve only got one horse. Preacher’s 
mount broke his leg during the explosion and had to be put down too.” 

Hank looked at the sky, the blazing sun in particular. “Water?” he asked. 

“Your bags are gone. Preacher and I still have some, probably enough to last, if we’re 
careful.” 

“Then you take Timmy to Cactus Grove and bring us back some horses,” Hank reasoned. 
“There’s nothing wrong with you.” 

“Damned stupidest thing I ever saw,” Hodges said, spitting. “What were you two 
thinking? I saw you take out that vial, I liked to cry. Didn’t you think, in this heat, with all that 
sweat? Not to mention he was wearing that shirt, which was like wearing nothing? I’m surprised 
that shit didn’t blow up on its own two hours ago! Stupid, stupid, stupid!” 

“Shut your mouth,” Hank warned. “He was the bravest man you’ll ever know.” 

“Sure. Brave. I guess that’s one word for it.” Hodges looked at the destruction around 
him and spat again. 

A shadow passed overhead. All three cowboys jerked their heads up to see Beius the 
Velea circle overhead, his giant bat-like wings offering temporary shade from the sun. Then the 


demon folded his wings and landed with a heavy thud, blowing sand in every direction. 
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Beius squatted and picked up an object from the desert floor. He held it up, showing it to 
the men. It was the largest remaining piece of Kvorkia’s head, most of the face still intact, but 
the skull horribly crushed. Beius unhinged his lower jaw like a snake and set the entire head in 
his mouth. He closed his mouth and swallowed, flashing a satisfied smile, a low-sounding 
rumble coming from his stomach. 

“Who’s next?” the demon asked. 

3K 2K K K K 

Hodges drew his gun and whispered to Hank, “Get Timmy the hell out of here!” Hodges’ 
horse was rearing and blowing wind, and Timmy looked like he could fall off at any minute. 
Hank ran for the horse and Beius, who stood a good twenty yards away, followed him with his 
eyes, licking his lips with a grotesque purple tongue. 

Hodges aimed and shot at the tongue. The bullet smacked against the fleshy underside 
and Beius jerked back, more in surprise than pain. It was an uncannily good shot. 

Beius ignored Hank and started for Hodges, who wasted another five shots bouncing 
bullets off the demon’s shell-like red skin. Hodges holstered his gun and waited, making a 
conscious effort to control his fear. The demon’s body wasn’t as big as it had been back in 
Cactus Grove, standing only about ten feet tall now, but the skin was so deep red that it actually 
seemed to be made of lava. And there was the horrible stench of sulfur that grew overpowering 
as the demon got closer. Hodges’ eyes watered and he cursed himself for a coward. He wiped his 
face and refused to go out crying. He threw his arms out and yelled instead, challenging Beius to 
come and get him. 

Beius’ nostrils flared, twisting his hideous face, and he rubbed his scaly claws together, 


like a king about to enjoy a grand meal. 
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Hodges yelled again, his own hands balling into fists at his side. 

Beius coiled back on his haunches, his tail twisting in the sand, ready to pounce. 

Hank shot him dead in the eye and Beius was momentarily knocked off balance. He 
blinked a few times then picked the bullet from under his eyelid and flicked it away. 

The bullet landed in the dirt next to Preacher, who stood slack-jawed and stupid, too 
scared to move. When the bullet bounced on the ground at his feet, Preacher watched it roll 
away, following the bright reflection of the sun off its shiny surface. When it stopped rolling 
Preacher noticed two sparkles of light in the sand, one right next to the other. He walked to 
where the bullet had stopped and bent down. It was lying next to the small, silver crucifix and 
chain Kvorkia had worn around his neck. Preacher picked up the necklace and the reflection of 
the sun when it hit the surface of the cross was blindingly bright. 

Hank fired all his bullets at Betus with the same unsatisfactory results Hodges had 
experienced. They bounced harmlessly off the demon’s snarling face. At first Hodges was 
furious that Hank hadn’t gotten Timmy away, but when he looked around he didn’t see his horse 
or the boy. The dumb cowboy had sent Timmy running and came back to fight. As if life wasn’t 
short enough already. 

After Hank spent the last of his bullets, Beius turned his horned head from Hodges to 
Hank and back again, wondering which to attack first. Hodges never liked going last so he said, 
“Hey, ugly, you think you can eat me? My skin is tougher than leather and my bones are made of 
iron.” Hodges spat in the dust. “Come on and try me.” 

“Wait a minute,” Hank yelled from the other side of the demon. “Give me time to reload 
and PII take you on, you damned devil.” And Hank walked back to his dead horse to get more 


bullets from his saddle bag. 
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Beius laughed. 

“Oh, you think it’s funny?” Hodges said. “You won’t be laughing when I put my boot on 
your sorry red ass.” 

Beius took two steps, jumped in the air and flew at Hodges. Before Hodges could blink, 
he was lifted off the ground, twirled in the air, and sent flying toward Hank. He crashed into the 
cowboy and both men collapsed, rolling over the bloody horse. They came to rest tangled in a 
red, sticky mess on the desert floor, hurt and dazed. 

Hank pushed Hodges away and scrambled to his knees, mortified that he was covered in 
Ridel’s blood. He wanted his gun but had a hard time getting to his feet, seeing as how Hodges 
had knocked the wind out of him. 

Hodges was just propping himself up on his elbows when the shadow fell across both 
men. Hank was doubled over, spitting blood, so he didn’t see Beius hovering above them. 

“Here it comes,” Hodges warned his friend. Hank groaned and hunched his back but 
didn’t look up. 

Beius swooped down and grabbed Hank by the back of the neck, then took his other 
gnarled claw and wrapped it around Hodges’ leg. The Sheriff howled in pain as the razor-sharp 
nails shredded his jeans and bit into the tender flesh of his upper thigh. Beius lifted Hank off the 
ground and bit into his shoulder, tearing away a good amount of flesh from the cowboy’s back. 
He cast Hank aside as he swallowed the meat, thoughtfully chewing as if savoring the taste. 

Hank went numb from shock and couldn’t do anything but watch as Beius brought 
Hodges’ leg up to his mouth, the Sheriff hanging upside-down, and ripped into the thigh with his 
gore-covered mouth like a hungry man eating a chicken leg. He threw Hodges down and sucked 


on his teeth, licking the blood away with his tongue. 


229 


Hank and Hodges struggled against the pain, but their lives were slipping away with the 
blood that turned the sand around them into black mud. They looked at Beius, their eyes filled 
with terror. 

The demon pointed at Hank, his voice hypnotically deep and raspy, “You taste better.” 

Beius advanced on Hank, unhinging his jaw bones to make it easier to swallow the 
cowboy. But before Beius could take his first meal, Preacher jumped on the demon’s back and 
grabbed a horn with his good hand while striking him on the back of the head with his broken 
one. 

Beius twisted violently and Preacher fell to the ground, wincing in pain. The demon 
already had his jaw unhinged so he wasted no time grabbing Preacher and forcing the cowboy 
head first into his gaping mouth. 

Hodges heard Preacher say “...walk through the valley of darkness....” before being 
severed in half at the waist by the demon’s razor sharp teeth. 

Beius swallowed Preacher’s torso, then tossed the legs in his mouth and swallowed those 
as well. The demon hinged his jaw back together and ground his teeth for a while, sighing with 
satisfaction. The air that came from his mouth was unspeakably foul. 

Beius chortled to himself and patted his stomach. He looked at the remaining humans and 
said, “I think I have room for one more. After all, I haven’t eaten in two thousand years.” 

“Damn you.” Hodges shuddered. “Damn you to hell.” 

Beius laughed again, and then he stopped and clutched his stomach. He hiccupped and 
doubled over, breathing heavy. Suddenly he reared back and screamed in pain. A hand holding a 
crucifix burst out of the demon’s belly. The sun hit the cross, the light expanding like a star 


fallen to earth. Hodges and Hank turned their heads, blinded. 
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When the light faded, Beius was gone. 


A small silver crucifix laying in the sand, glistening in the sunlight. 
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EPILOGUE 


Dimitry crawled aimlessly around the floor until he found a spot where the wood glowed 
from a sunbeam shining through the window. The baby gurgled with excitement and slapped his 
tiny hands against the wood. He looked back at his mother who sat in a rocking chair smiling at 
him. Dimitry laughed then continued pounding the shiny wood. 

Maria kicked out with her foot and the chair rocked back and rolled forward. Her baby 
boy was happy, the sun was shining, and life was good. She looked out the window and saw the 
hotel courtyard; blooming with all types of dry weather flowers, a beautiful fountain with clear, 
cascading water, a replication of the statue of Venus de Milo and her oyster shell, and she 
thought of adding another piece of art. Maybe a mural on the wall of the courthouse? Something 
that told the story of Cactus Grove, from the humble beginnings to the present prosperous times. 
But how could an artist recreate the most important part of the story; a handful of men saving the 
world from an evil wizard and beating one of hell’s own demons? Nobody would believe it. 

Maybe she should just put a few benches in a circle around the fountain? Nice, stone 
benches with squat Roman pillars for legs and ornate carvings on the backrests. That way people 
could sit and enjoy the evenings. And one thing Maria took pride in was making sure the guests 
at her hotel enjoyed themselves, even if she had to lose them for a few hours to Lucy’s 
whorehouse which, at her insistence, had been moved to the outskirts of town. Her husband had 
questioned that decision, but she knew what she was doing. The future Governor of Texas 
couldn’t live in a whorehouse, and besides, the clientele had shifted from indiscriminate 
cowboys who appreciated having a shot of whiskey and a shot of love on the same street to 
business men and politicians who enjoyed the thrill of having to travel to an out-of-the-way 


hidey hole as well as not having everyone in town watch them coming and going. It was another 
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example of the successful nature of their relationship: Samuel Hodges ran his mouth, Maria 
Hodges ran the money. 

She looked at the light moving across the floor and thought of her husband; Mayor 
Hodges, soon to be Governor Hodges, and chuckled to herself. She had caught him flirting with 
a lady reporter from San Antonio the other day, acting like he was a young man again. But his 
pronounced limp, gray hair, and oak walking cane gave him away for the old man that he’d 
become. After the ordeal in the desert, he had lost a lot of his youth, but he was still an ornery 
cuss and a fighter. 

She could see him now; giving speeches in Austin, surrounded by eager and attractive 
females. Even with his old-man persona, he still had that masculinity some men never lose at any 
age. The type of manliness women appreciate; especially when the wife and baby are hundreds 
of miles away. 

There was a knock at the door and she got out of the chair, laughing at herself for being 
foolish. She scooped Dimitry from the floor and set him in his playpen, gently pinching a chubby 
cheek, then went to answer the door. As she passed the mirror in the hallway she paused for a 
moment and reassured herself that she had nothing to worry about. Her hair was still jet black, 
the tiny lines at the edges of her almond eyes only extenuated her smile, and she had a figure 
under the cotton dress that would stay in the good Mayor Hodges memory no matter how many 
miles away he roamed. 

She opened the door and greeted Sue and Hank. They were there to drop off their own 
baby, a curly-haired moppet named Sally. Maria took the child from Sue and invited them in. 

“Oh, we’re running late as it is,” Sue apologized, grabbing Maria’s hand and giving a 


squeeze. “We’ll stop in after the theatre, won’t we dear?” 
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She said this to Hank who tugged at the collar of his fancy suit. Having inherited 
Kvorkia’s fortune, Hank was now the wealthiest rancher in Antelope County, not to mention 
Mayor Hodges’ biggest supporter, and his devoted wife made sure he always dressed the part. 
Hank worked his Adam’s apple under the stiff collar and croaked, “Yup, that sound’s fine.” 

Maria looked through the door and saw Timmy shuffling his feet around the hotel’s 
courtyard. “Are you taking Timmy to the play, too?” she asked, surprised to see the boy. 

Hank looked at his brother-in-law and frowned. “No,” Hank said. “He wanted a ride into 
town so we brung him.” 

“Well you can invite him in; I have some fried chicken and salad left over.” 

“No, no,” Hank assured her. “He was wanting to go to the store. I gave him some money 
for the arcade too.” 

“Tt’s not that he doesn’t like you,” Sue said, her eyes growing sad. “But.... Well, you 
understand.” 

Maria squeezed Sue’s hand back and nodded. “I know. So you two enjoy the play, and 
don’t worry about Sally, I'll take care of her.” 

They said their goodbyes and Sue and Hank walked back to their carriage. Hank watched 
Timmy who was squatting by the fountain, squishing bugs with his thumb. “That boy ain’t 
right,” Hank muttered, and Sue pinched his arm hard, leaving a welt under the heavy cotton 
sleeve. 

The driver opened the coach door for Sue with a deep bow. Hank slipped a coin in the 
man’s hand. The horses kicked up dust as they rounded the courtyard and headed for the theatre. 

Some of the dust settled on Timmy’s back as he sat hunched over looking at the ground 


with great concentration. A colony of carpenter ants was building a tunnel by the fountain and 
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Timmy systematically squished the biggest ones. He killed a dozen or so, then sat back on his 
haunches and waited. After a brief moment, the dead ants began to twitch, and then they crawled 
on broken legs, moving erratically. The dead ants went after their fellow drones, grabbing the 
living ants with heavy mandibles and chewing, tearing them apart. 

Timmy spent the afternoon watching his army of dead ants destroy the entire colony; 


piles of black ant corpses growing around his feet. 


END 
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